
        
            
                
            
        

    








For Ember—
 adventurous, whimsical, funny, and fierce.
 The original dandelion girl.
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1
My birthday was the worst day of the year. Each one was the same: Aunt Melusine would arrive at sunset, stare at me, judge me, and then drug me. My birthday drug was a bright-orange pill stamped with black letters: MDC.
My Darling Child
Melusine’s Dangerous Candy 
Maybe Don’t Care
Whatever MDC stood for, it was potent. I’d wake the next day in another place, with a new caretaker. For all I knew, shuffling my unconscious body around on an annual basis was Aunt Melusine’s only job, although who would pay for such a service was beyond me.
It felt like a ridiculous thing—the structure of my life—but I was never really sure what was ridiculous and what was normal, and I strongly suspected Aunt Melusine wanted to keep it that way.
I sighed and toed the dirt under my feet. When I’d first arrived at the farm a year ago, all the open space had disoriented me. Looking up at the million stars had made me dizzy, the endless horizon had been frightening, and the giant block of open blue sky had pushed down, suffocating me. So much space everywhere, reminding me I was an insignificant speck, and being so aggressive about it.
But I’d grown to love it. On lazy days like this, when the breeze whispered through the wheat and the brilliant sun took its sweet time arcing overhead, it was so pretty and peaceful. Being an insignificant speck felt like a blessing instead of a punishment.
I inhaled deeply and closed my eyes, trying to meditate like Darling had taught me. Let go, Drinn. Everything will be fine. Be calm.
It didn’t work.
Another itch at my neck yanked me out of my fabricated peace. Bright yellow dandelions, complete with serrated leaves and hollow stems, grew out of my neck, one after another.
Impatiently, I yanked out each flower. It always happened when I was upset—this mass production of dandelions. The wilting graveyard at my feet was already ankle-deep, yet the subtle itches that came before each flower sprouted—behind my ears and along the back of my neck—refused to stop.
I barked out a laugh when it occurred to me that maybe my dandelions were fleeing out of self-preservation. They didn’t want to be around when Aunt Melusine arrived either.
“Ya nervous, Drinn?” a gruff voice said from behind me.
Without turning, I dropped my chin to my chest.
There he was. The real reason I’d miss that farm.
I’d half hoped he would avoid me that last day and make the goodbye easier on both of us. But that wasn’t Darling’s way, and I supposed I loved him all the more for it. Tentatively, I turned and looked up.
Darling towered over me, his forearms as large as aspen trunks and a back broad enough to blot out the sun. He offered a small smile as he clasped his hands behind his back and rocked back and forth on his feet. How he always managed to sneak up on me when he was so huge and the land was so flat was still a mystery. He was a sneaky boulder.
My sneaky boulder.
“Nah, I’m not nervous,” I said. “I produce and shed flowers for fun.”
That day, more than any other, my dandelions were a reminder that—no matter how much we pretended—our living arrangement wasn’t by choice. I was weird and different and had to be monitored, and Darling had made a deal with Aunt Melusine to do just that. He’d signed a contract for a year, and it ended at midnight.
Darling nodded in understanding, his eyes misting with tears. Sometimes, I still made the mistake of getting attached to my caregivers—my heart was criss-crossed with old scars by then—but the fact that Darling was equally attached to me was novel. It created a different kind of pain inside me: deeper and more jagged.
The scar from this break would never heal right.
I cleared my throat. “I came out here for some peace and quiet, and of course, you had to ruin it.” I nudged one of his giant arms with my fist. 
Darling grunted but didn’t say anything. He looked younger than his sixty years because he was an old man naturally blessed with long blond hair. Standing together, it was no stretch to imagine we were related: my hair wasn’t as soft, thick, or long, and it was closer to the burned-out color of dust than wheat, but we were both light-haired, light-skinned, and had grayish eyes. Darling had called me “sister” a few times by accident; “son” a few times too. But lately, he’d called me “my child” and that had felt a little too real for both of us, so he’d stopped.
My fake smile fell away and I pinched my lips together, trying to quell my own tears. “If you’d only tell me where we are,” I whispered, “I’d come back here one day.” One last time for me to make that request. One last time for Darling to shake his head and stay quiet.
I liked to think it was a spell my aunt cast that kept him silent, but I knew it was fear.
I plucked another flower from under my ear and scanned the horizon. There was only one road leading to Darling’s farmhouse, but Aunt Melusine never came to fetch me by conventional means. She sprouted out of the ground like a cleaver weed: one moment not there, the next moment there, and only living to choke.
Almost everything about Aunt Melusine felt vaguely ridiculous too.
“You’re wrong anyway, Darling,” I said quietly. “I’m not nervous; I’m terrified.”
Normally, Melusine would spirit me away, well-drugged and under the cover of darkness, and I would start a new prison sentence tomorrow.
This year, I was going to escape.
Terrified was too mild a word.
Darling didn’t respond for a while. He shuffled from foot to foot, his long blond hair swishing around his shoulders. “I made a birthday cake,” he finally said, tipping his head towards the farmhouse. His normally sunburnt face had turned even redder, the color of beets. He looked ready to explode with the effort of keeping all of his emotions inside. “Needs at least two mouths to chomp it.”
He slung his arm across my shoulders, the weight almost pushing me into the ground, planting me like one of his seeds.
I wouldn’t have minded one bit.
I bit my lower lip before it could even think about quivering. “Even though I have no idea where we are, one day I’m going to find this place again. Keep your eyes on that wide horizon, Darling, I mean it.” I was stubborn, after all.
That did it. Darling stopped trying to hold back his tears as he pulled me into a suffocating hug. I hugged my warm, soft, sweet boulder back, and didn’t pull away. Not even when my own tears started soaking his shirt.
By the time we’d calmed down, neither of us was in the mood to chomp the cake at all.
Instead, Darling went to tend to the chickens while I sat on the back steps and picked at the peeling paint with my fingernails. I sighed. Already, I was tired and it was barely mid-afternoon. My body’s nervous habit of flower production expended so much extra energy, draining my powers when I needed them the most.
Leaning forward, I put my palm to the ground, feeling the compact soil.
A faint tingling in my fingers began, like the itches at my neck but more subtle, and it soon spread through my whole body. Are you ready? I asked. Can we do this?
I listened carefully as the thrum under my fingertips pounded a low, steady rhythm, waiting until it synced with my heartbeat.
We’re ready, I heard.
Best I could ever describe my powers to Darling was that the earth and I understood each other. The network of roots under my fingertips was almost like an extension of myself. When my powers were at their peak, it felt more like I was accessing a secret room inside me, rather than calling on something external. My own name was the sound of that thrum, the whir of life itself: Drinn, drinn, drinnnn…
I’d made Darling’s wheat grow strong and tall by asking.
I’d persuaded the pests to pack up and move far away.
Now, I memorized the unique feeling of this land under my hand, claiming it, vowing to return and protect it. The thrum under my fingertips got stronger, more insistent until it echoed through my veins.
To have any hope of returning, I needed this place to tell me how to find it again. 
“Drinn?” Darling called out sometime later. His voice was extra gravelly as if he was having a hard time forming the words. “She’s arrived.”
I pulled my hand away from the soil and flexed my fingers, my joints stiff and popping after being held in the same spot for so long. I stood on shaky legs.
The sun was touching the horizon, the light beginning to fade.
“We’re ready,” I said aloud. I could do this. I had a good plan. It would all work out.
With my resolve, the wreath of dandelions froze at my neck, dying quickly as with autumn’s first frost, biting deep. With each step I took up the back stairs and into the farmhouse, they fell off, leaving a trail behind me like shattered glass.
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The inside of Darling’s home was sparse and open; everything was in plain sight as soon as you stepped over the threshold. Kitchen, bedroom, and living room were all one, with stairs leading down to a root cellar. The front door—almost always wide open, like then—led outside to the kitchen garden.
Aunt Melusine was sitting at the kitchen table, openly staring at me, already assessing.
“Good evening, Aunt Melusine.” Thankfully, my voice held steady, but my feet refused to move forward. My gaze flicked to Darling, who stood against the wall as far away from Aunt Melusine as the room allowed, his arms crossed over his chest. Our eyes met and held for a long moment before I could look back at my aunt.
Melusine had light-brown skin, the same color as a tawny owl. She was ferocious like a tawny too; so silent and deadly you didn’t notice the talons until they were ripping you apart. “You keep growing,” Aunt Melusine said. She always over-enunciated her words, and although her voice was as melodic as a lullaby, it sent shivers down my spine. 
I nodded. I had learned long ago that the less I said to my aunt, the better. I’d gone through a particularly chatty phase at around six years old, and my aunt had nearly ripped out my tongue.
Literally.
I began to sweat. In the thirty seconds since I’d entered the farmhouse, Aunt Melusine had already made a dozen judgments and decisions, each one as loud in its silence as if she’d shouted it. Her deep hazel eyes bore into me like earthworms, and her long fingers, heavy with silver rings, tapped the tabletop like a judge’s gavel. I’d given up on guessing Aunt Melusine’s age; she could have been anywhere from forty to four hundred.
The only consistent thing about Aunt Melusine’s appearance was her skin tone, those deep-set hazel eyes, and her impeccable dress. She always looked as if she’d just finished dining with royalty. That day, she wore a gown of deep blue velvet. A slit in the gown revealed heavy, functional black boots rising to mid-thigh. Her long, silver hair would have reached the ground had it been loose, but she always wore it in complex knots and braids, with never a strand out of place.
“Help me prepare supper,” Darling said, turning towards the counter and the small pile of vegetables sitting there. “Let’s give our guest time to rest after her long journey.”
Springing up out of the ground doesn’t seem too exhausting, I thought, but I nodded, grateful for the distraction. The timing would be the trickiest part of my plan. My escape had to happen in transit, when this farm was far behind us and our next destination was still on the horizon. I’d practiced holding a pill under my tongue without swallowing it. I’d trained myself to stay as still as death, even when being moved around. I would try to escape only when there was no way my defiance could be linked to Darling.
It would have been so much easier if I didn’t care about him. If it had been Closter or Atta from years past, I wouldn’t have hesitated in throwing them to Aunt Melusine’s wrath.
Aunt Melusine’s gaze followed me around the room as Darling and I chopped vegetables, boiled water, and forced conversation. An hour later—the longest hour of my life—Darling and I set the table, served the stew, and pulled up a crate and a stump to sit on, respectively.
The table was far too small, Aunt Melusine’s pointy elbow grazing mine. I swallowed, hating this pretense. It was nothing but a show. Melusine fed on rats and spiders, probably, and had no need for homemade stew. Yet she insisted on being served, and so we served.
“What trouble has she been?” Aunt Melusine asked Darling. She sniffed at the broth on her spoon.
“No trouble at all,” Darling said. “In fact—” His gaze flicked to mine.
Oh no.
I tried to kick Darling’s massive shin under the table but only managed to graze the hardwood stump he was sitting on.
Darling met Melusine’s gaze directly. “I’d like to keep Drinn on another year.” 
Aunt Melusine calmly put the spoon in her bowl and stood, the legs of her chair scraping loudly against the wooden floor.
Darling was at least partially aware of the danger in the room, but the last time I’d seen that particular look on my aunt’s face was when she’d melted the skin off of a human body like wax. And that had been an argument with the orchardist I’d lived with for my twelfth year… over the fair market price of a bushel of apples.
I should have told Darling that story. I should have told him a lot of things. I sensed an incoming disaster, and my mind scrambled for a way out of it.
“This arrangement has worked well for both of us,” Darling continued.
I dropped my gaze to my lap and inwardly moaned. For weeks, I’d implored Darling to stay quiet about our year. To show keen disinterest in anything but the payout. To trust me. To protect himself.
“If there has been any impropriety here,” Aunt Melusine started, her nostrils flaring as she stared Darling down, “I will feed your own tongue to you.”
Darling straightened; his spine like an iron rod. His hands wrung themselves into knots on the tabletop. “Impropriety…?” he said, confused.
Melusine’s threat was very real—six years ago she’d ripped out Atta’s tongue and forced him to eat it raw for touching me—but Darling didn’t know this because I’d never told him that story either. 
Then Darling sputtered, reddening by degrees, when he realized what Aunt Melusine was implying. “No, no! Nothing like that!” The idea that our relationship had been romantic was too much for either of us to bear. “Drinn is like my own child! Oh, dear goodness no, this is—”
Darling’s wounded look crushed me. He understood what Aunt Melusine had implied, but he couldn’t comprehend it. He had no coping mechanism for this. Abruptly, he stood too, muttering something about his chickens as he made his way quickly toward the door.
Aunt Melusine’s hands contracted into claws at her sides and her eyes narrowed.
Dangerously.
“No, it’s fine!” I stood and put myself between Aunt Melusine and Darling’s retreating form. “He’s telling the truth. It wasn’t like that.”
Melusine’s gaze snapped to mine. “Do you love him?”
Darling stopped short of the open front door, his favorite rosemary bush swaying in the wind behind him. Slowly, he turned around and met my gaze, waiting for my answer.
The disaster was coming, picking up speed.
Because yes, of course I loved him. He’d been kinder to me than anyone I’d ever lived with, demanding nothing of me except companionship. But admitting I loved him was as dangerous as saying he’d touched me. If there was one thing I was sure of, it was that my aunt didn’t want me to have any happiness. Protection, yes. Supervision, yes. But happiness? Definitely not. 
I had to fix this. I had to convince Melusine that my time with Darling had been awful, but not too awful. That our relationship was one of abuse, but not that type of abuse.
“He wants me to stay because I do so much for his fields,” I blurted. “His farm is thriving, his wheat is selling for a premium, and he’s barely had to work all year because I’ve done everything. Of course he wants me to stay.” I felt terrible for being so cruel, but I pushed on. “The year I spent here was the worst since the swamps.” The legendary swamp year, where every day had been an exercise in not dying from noxious gasses.
Deep lines of hurt creased Darling’s face. “Drinn!” He was so tender-hearted that he didn’t immediately realize I was offering Melusine a bold lie in order to protect him. “I thought you liked helping,” he said. “You know I would never—”
Understanding dawned and he snapped his sentence off, but it was too late.
Aunt Melusine slapped her bowl of stew off the table. It smacked against the wall and shattered as it hit the floor, soggy vegetables and broth splattering everywhere. “You would never,” Aunt Melusine repeated slowly. “You would never… what, exactly?”
The room darkened. Shadows lengthened. The breeze blew in from the open door with more insistence. Aunt Melusine loomed large, staring us down. A small lock of her silver hair had escaped her braid and that shocked me more than anything else. Even when my aunt had melted the orchardist’s skin off, her hair had stayed immaculately in place. 
“If you ‘would never,’” Aunt Melusine continued, her voice dangerously calm, “then why would Drinn say such a thing? Either you would, or she is a liar. And I can only assume she would lie to protect someone she cared about deeply, which brings this conversation all the way back to the beginning.” Aunt Melusine cocked her head, scrutinizing Darling now as she’d done with me before. “I’ll ask you one more time. Is there love here?”
“Aunt Mel—” I started, but she cut me off.
“I want to hear from him.”
Darling swallowed. His gaze flicked to me. For two seconds, he tried to figure out what to say to make her calm down.
It was two seconds too long.
Melusine leaned back, nodding to herself. “I see.”
My body seized. Defending Darling put him in danger. Accusing Darling put him in danger. There was no way out of this corner.
With a few misplaced words, Darling had made himself a target, and Melusine was an expert shot.
I stood between Aunt Melusine and Darling in the middle of the room and called to my plants. Normally I needed to be touching the ground to communicate, but I’d learned how to send my energy some distance, like electricity buzzing along wires.
Rise up.
I need your help.
Vines surged into Darling’s house, sprouting from under the floor and pushing through the baseboards like wiggling green fingers, unnaturally large and laced with barbed hooks, cleaving to anything they touched. The little weeds I’d noticed rimming the outside of the house months ago became behemoths, splintering the wood boards under our feet like sea monsters cresting a wave. I’d left the weeds alone to multiply so they would be there in numbers in case I needed to call on them, but it had been a whim more than a plan. Now, I was infinitely glad for my moment of forethought.
A long vine as thick as Darling’s arm snaked through the kitchen window, knocking over my first birthday cake as it made its way with speed straight towards Melusine. Along the length of the vine were shiny barbs as large as fishing hooks.
I almost laughed.
Cleavers.
Of course. Those little vines I’d left to multiply were cleavers, and they only lived to choke.
Aunt Melusine’s mouth hung slack. She believed I was meek and unassuming because, for sixteen years, that was all I’d ever been. That I would use my power against her was unfathomable. Time seemed to slow, the clockwork of Melusine’s thoughts grinding as she pieced everything together.
Darling gave a panicked shout, and it nearly killed me; it sliced my heart in half that his first instinct was to leap toward me. “Move, Drinn!” He kicked at a snaking vine and tried to grab my arm to haul me away.
He thought I was being attacked, not that I was the one doing the attacking. 
The vines wrapped around Melusine and Darling, pushing them to opposite sides of the room before immobilizing them. I wanted to push Darling all the way outside to the safety of his fields, but I still needed to deflect suspicion from him. He would be in danger as long as Melusine believed I cared for him.
Protect him, I told the vines, and they rippled in response, subtly rearranging themselves so the barbs pointed away from Darling’s skin.
The vines did no such thing for Melusine, and her long gown was already dotted with blood from multiple small puncture wounds. “How dare you, child,” she said, her eyes narrowing.
Her fingers clawed; her nails lengthened.
A deep boom rumbled under my feet, and I lurched sideways, caught off balance.
“No,” I said. I couldn’t give Melusine the opportunity to fight back. The element of surprise was the only reason this had even worked, and I needed to hold that advantage.
I urged two broad leaves over Melusine’s eyes, and I slapped another over Melusine’s mouth. Another vine wound its way up her leg and bound her wrists, making sure those crooked fingers couldn’t do whatever it was they’d been poised to do moments before.
The riot of movement in the room came to an abrupt stop.
Aunt Melusine stood in front of me, incapacitated and unable to summon her powers. 
I exhaled hard, my hands moving to my face. Behind me, Darling inhaled a deep, ragged breath. I held up my fingers, gesturing over my shoulder for him to be quiet.
And finally, far too late, he listened.
“You’re unimaginably cruel,” I said. With Melusine forced to listen, I couldn’t help but take the opportunity to say some things. “I’ve lived sixteen years not understanding anything except that you hate me deeply.” My voice had started to shake with emotion. “And the worst part is, I don’t know what I did!” I went on my tiptoes so I was eye-to-covered eye with Melusine—the closest I’d ever come to the woman—and laughed bitterly. “Everything in my life has been orchestrated by you, but that is over. Right now.”
One hooked barb, almost as long as my finger, stood poised at Melusine’s temple, ready to pierce on command. I started at the sight. I hadn’t intended to convey that level of anger, but that’s what the vines had heard.
“I’m done pretending to be grateful for your mistreatment.” Rocking back on my heels, I leaned away, part of me mortified at the sight of that hook, part of me bolstered by it. The barb pressed gently into Melusine’s skin, creating a divot. I watched the divot deepen with a morbid satisfaction, wondering when it would break skin.
“Drinn.” Darling’s voice clapped through my reverie. “That’s enough.”
Ashamed, I turned around. Swaddled gently in vines, it looked as if Darling had aged ten years in the last ten minutes. His long hair flowed over his shoulder like a waterfall, but it hung limper than usual with no breeze rustling it. His shoulders drooped. When his soft gaze met mine and he shook his head sadly, that jagged cut on my heart flared.
This entire drama had started because Melusine had figured out that Darling had broken their contract by caring for me.
Before I ran, I needed Darling to know how much I loved him, but with Melusine listening, I couldn’t say the words I wanted.
“And you,” I hissed at him, accusingly.
I’m sorry, I mouthed, and I put my hands over my heart. Right over that spot that hurt. “You dare have an opinion about what’s ‘enough’ here?”
I pointed out the smashed window towards the dark horizon. I mouthed, Watch that horizon. I’m coming back.
Darling’s lips wobbled; tears misted his eyes.
“I’m done with people controlling my life. You included. You never cared about anything except your precious fields.”
I’m coming back, I mouthed again. I would be there for another harvest one day. I put my crossed fingers to my heart and tapped gently in time to my heartbeats. I promise.
I promise. I promise.
He nodded. He understood.
Then Darling mouthed two words that nearly undid me.
My child.
A choked sound erupted from my mouth before I could swallow it back. 
Then, setting my jaw, I swiveled and pulled the leaves off of Melusine’s eyes, meeting her gaze dead on. “I’m done with this,” I said, aiming my glare at both Darling and Melusine, making sure—in no uncertain terms—that Melusine saw that I was including Darling in this proclamation as well. “I never want to see either of you again.”
There was a fiery passion in Melusine’s glare that I needed to lead away from the farm. And quickly.
Without looking at Darling again, I darted away, running through the kitchen garden filled with all the lovely herbs and flowers we’d tended together towards the back shed where Darling kept his rusty, ancient motorbike. He’d let me ride it once, and I’d zigzagged all over the road. Melusine would no doubt be able to catch up to me, but I could get far enough to keep Darling safe.
Then a colossal ripping sound shattered the night.
A blast of hot air whooshed around me, making my hair and clothing whip against my skin. Dust and debris pelted me, and I had to shield my eyes and put my hands up to protect myself.
The shed I’d been aiming for collapsed sideways like a house of cards.
Then the rip turned into a crunch so loud that I slapped my hands over my ears. A wooden board smacked the side of my head and I jolted sideways, falling to my knees.
Squinting at where Darling’s farmhouse had stood moments ago, the wind swirling viciously, all I saw was moonlight illuminating the horizon. The walls and roof had collapsed as if the house had been made out of twigs. Amid the rubble, Darling stood unharmed. He was wearing his vine armor and was just as I’d left him.
But even so many paces away, I saw his panic.
Melusine was free.
“Run!” Darling screamed at me. His hair was a wheat-colored tornado around his head and he almost buckled forward in his desperation to get to me.
Without even a glance sideways at him, Melusine made a quick series of subtle hand movements, and the vine around Darling—the one that had promised to protect him—began to turn black.
The black vine grew and tightened, the sound like dry gears creaking against each other. Darling audibly gasped and then wheezed a long, pained scream.
I screamed too, my fingers clawing into the dirt as I tried to command the vine to stop squeezing him, but I knew with a terrible certainty that my powers were no match against Melusine’s.
Darling’s scream transformed into a breathy squeak.
Then his bones snapped, one by one, in a series of whip-like cracks.
His squeak abruptly cut off and he fell over.
The vine continued crushing him, a series of pulsing, undulating movements now grinding up his insides. Like walking through a pile of dry autumn leaves—crunch, crunch, crunch—Darling’s bones were milled to dust.
“No!” I couldn’t even comprehend what I was seeing. There was no way my beloved farmer, the closest thing to a father I’d ever had, was lying amid the rubble of his house in a slumped pile with a blackened vine around him.
There was no way he’d just died in front of me.
“No,” I choked. My arm reached out to him.
Abruptly, the wind stopped. Pieces of rubble that had been flying through the air moments ago fell to the earth with dull thuds.
Melusine set her gaze on me.
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Through my blurred vision, my terrible, choking sobs, a subtle shift in the earth fought for my attention. “Stop,” I whispered. My plants hadn’t protected Darling like I’d asked.
I wouldn’t listen to them now.
“I should thank you,” Melusine called out calmly. “You saved me a year’s worth of wages.” Melusine should have been frothing with rage, punishing me in a number of inventive ways for finally standing up to her. Instead, she seemed relieved. Perhaps even… happy.
“I fear I ruined the plumbing,” Melusine said, sighing dramatically. She held up my birthday drug: that bright-orange MDC pill. “Ah, never mind. I see a well.” Melusine shifted direction and made for the garden well. She always insisted on watching me drink a full glass of water with the pill as a way of ensuring it went down.
It was one of the many things I’d planned for, but nothing about my plan had looked like this.
The grass under my hands pushed and pulled, tugging at my attention. With difficulty, I looked away from Darling’s form, so still and so small, swaddled in a black vine.
You didn’t protect him, I moaned to the earth under my hands.
The grass shifted faster, calling me forward.

Through a blur of grief, I made out a sliver of light near the overgrown mint bed that ringed the once beautiful kitchen garden. Glancing at Melusine—whose back was to me and who was in no hurry now that she’d won—I moved towards it in a deep crouch.
A sob caught in my throat as I followed the path the grass laid out for me, trying to discern what the light could be. The path ended in front of a knee-high pin cherry sapling, one of its willowy branches disappearing into the sliver of light. This close, I could see the faint—nearly invisible—outline of a door. The sapling had wedged it open.
My heart gave a loud clap as it restarted, and then it kept right on drumming.
I’d always suspected Melusine traveled via magic somehow—she always popped up out of nowhere—and here was the proof. A door where there shouldn’t have been a door. All afternoon, I’d asked the land for help, and it had answered by giving me a way to escape.
Choking back a sob and with one last glance at the dim outline of Darling’s body amid his ruined home, I wrenched my hands into the sliver of light and pulled. As I flopped through the open door, I pinched my eyes shut against the bright light. I fell sideways and rolled, the door shutting behind me with a gentle echo.
Weeping, I curled into a ball, trying to protect my aching heart the best I could.
Which wasn’t at all, it turned out.
I cried and cried and cried.
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Something nudged my side. A stick or a boot. Then a second time with more insistence. Sniffling, I swatted it away.
A high, thin voice shrieked, “Not dead!” and shuffling feet quickly retreated.
I knew I had to uncurl and get up. I had to get away from the door I’d rolled through and run, hard and fast and far.
Impossible.
“Hey!” that same voice shrieked from some distance away now. “Yewkay?”
Reluctantly, I opened my eyes and saw her sideways first: a young girl with dark skin and long, braided hair. As I straightened, the entire image did too. The girl appeared to be a leader: arranged behind her were about ten other ratty-looking girls—none of them older than twelve—peering at me with wide-eyed interest.
It was the biggest group of people I’d ever seen in my life, all staring directly at me.
Startled, I scrambled to my feet.
“What did you say?” I asked in a breathless whisper as I tried to orient myself. Where the door had slammed shut behind me was only a bare brick wall. No doorframe glowing with light. No indication there’d ever been a door there at all.
Where was I?
If I’d been thinking about it, I would have expected Melusine’s magic door to lead to some sort of a laboratory or spell room, something sinister with shelves lined with candles and dead creatures suspended in jars of gooey liquid. But despite the stench, this was no lair.
It was an alley. Massive brick walls loomed on either side of us, and round lamps on tall posts cast an orange-hued flickering light. It was fully night but bright enough that I could see all the way to the bustling cross streets at either end of the alley. I knew about electricity of course—I’d spent a year with a shepherd whose home had been luxuriously outfitted with a few modern amenities—but I’d never seen so many lights. They hummed like a chorus of honeybees.
“I said,” the girl called out slowly, hands on her hips, “Are. You. Okay?”
My gaze snapped to her, and then to each of her little followers in turn. All so young, and out so late. “Well”—I shrugged—“you’re right, I’m not dead.” It was the most truthful way of answering.
The girl sniffed and nodded, agreeing with me about my not-deadness.
“Gotny money?” she asked, getting to the point.
“No.”
She began turning away, herding her group toward the mouth of the alley. 
After being terrified of all their little round faces staring at me, now I didn’t want them to go. “Wait! Stop! Can you tell me where I am? What is this place? Who are you?” My questions came out staccato. “I, I think I’m lost. Can you help?” Maybe they’d let me join their group. Adopt me like the orphan I was.
The only thing I knew for sure was that I wasn’t in Darling’s fields, and probably would never be again.
“Hey now,” the girl called. She separated herself from her group and approached me carefully. As she got closer, I amended my guess about her age down to no more than ten. “Whatever it is that’s got you all”—she paused, trying to find the right word—“wild… at least you’re not dead.” A chorus of agreement came from her followers as if this was an excellent point. Did being not dead count as a fabulous day here? “And as to where you are,” she continued, “this is Oblison, right?” Seeing my look of incomprehension, she added slowly, “The big city on the north shore of Malabria. On the Oovlish Sea. This is Windrip Province?”
She kept tacking on more information, waiting for my understanding to dawn. But this was a city I’d never heard of, in a nation I’d never heard of, on the coast of a sea I didn’t know. None of those place names meant anything to me. The only reason I knew anything at all was because I read voraciously, and many of my caregivers—isolated as they were—coveted books like diamonds.
The nape of my neck began to itch as a dandelion pushed against my skin, trying to sprout. My shock was wearing off and my anxiety flowers were desperate to bloom. I knew nothing about the world, not even where in the world I was. I was utterly unprepared for even basic life on my own.
More dandelions began growing, the sprouts turning to buds and then opening to flowers that tangled into my hair. The girl’s eyes widened when I pressed my hand to the nape of my neck. When my efforts to hide the flowers didn’t work, I twirled my fingers around a few stems and yanked them out. “Sorry,” I mumbled. “It happens when I’m nervous. I can’t help it—”
For a girl of only ten years old, she had the moves of a wild boar. Before I could blink, she’d kicked me in the shin, swung a tiny fist into my stomach, and kneed my chin for good measure as I buckled. Three swift attacks—not especially powerful, but enough to bring me to the ground.
“Run!” the girl screamed at her friends as she pivoted. “She’s a damned!”
The children shrieked and scattered, all running at breakneck speed down the alley. In a frenzy, the girl scooped up the smallest child so she wasn’t left behind.
“Wait!” I called, reaching out a hand to the girls’ retreating forms. “I’m not going to hurt you! Come back!” But they were already gone.
They’d been ready to rob a dead body and hadn’t flinched at my wild appearance.
Yet my flowers had made them flee in terror.
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People feared my magic.
I wished I could explain to those children that all I ever did was produce dandelions and occasionally urge seedlings to grow strong. I’d never use my magic to hurt anyone.
Whatever those kids had called me—damned?—was a label that didn’t apply to me.
Still.
Best to be cautious until I knew more.
I emerged from the depths of that alley a few minutes later, my neck covered with my undershirt in a shoddy imitation of a scarf.
And the city of Oblison smacked me in the face.
The colors were all wrong: a monochrome rainbow of grays and blacks with deep shadows tying them together. The only thing that should have been black—the night sky—was not. On the street, even more electric lamps buzzed than in the alley, tinting everything orange.
All around me was metal and stone and right angles. Buildings taller than trees were planted in straight rows, with balconies, windows, and doors sprouting at intervals and stretching up, up, up. 
And people.
So many faces and voices that they couldn’t exist together on one plane but had to stack on top of each other like preserves in Darling’s cellar. People everywhere: on balconies with cigars dangling from loose fingers, leaning out of windows and talking to neighbors above them. They walked the street arm in arm or zipped by on buzzing motorcycles.
The noise was terrible. A cacophony of motors, shouts, and footsteps, punctuated by high-pitched laughter and the low, mournful moans of a distant fog horn.
There was not one tree down the long length of the street, only those lamps on poles. Not one windowsill herb, only old washing hung out to dry and forgotten. Not one blade of grass pushed up between the cracks in the concrete underfoot, only patches of algae that discolored the concrete.
I’d read about cities, but nowhere in my imagination could I have predicted this mix of sterility and chaos, of geometry and anarchy.
Taking a ragged breath, I hugged the side of a building and tried to calm down. The itch at my neck was nearly unbearable, the pulse of new dandelion plants under my skin begging to bloom.
This would be worse than the swamp year.
Far worse.
But I refused to lose so quickly.
Having no idea where to go or what to do, I began to walk. I passed a shop that sold televisions, the front window stacked with dozens of them. The same man in a suit—holding papers and sitting behind a desk—flickered on each screen: in various sizes, sometimes in black and white and other times in color. Text ticked along the bottom. I’d seen televisions in the shopping catalogs Atta had fawned over, but I’d never seen one in person, let alone an entire wall of them. This, like everything else in Oblison, felt like an assault.
Each street looked identical to every other. More than one man called out obscenities at me, making my skin crawl with unease. Others didn’t seem to see me at all, forcefully bumping into me when I didn’t move out of their way fast enough.
Eventually, my nose picked up a new scent on the breeze: the tang of salty air. The girl in the alley had said that Oblison was by a sea, and where there was an ocean, there was life. If seaweed and sand fleas were all Oblison had to offer in terms of nature, I’d take it.
Heartened, I turned a corner, and the narrow street opened into a wide plaza. People—mostly men, I noticed—were casually assembled in groups, chatting, laughing, and drinking. There was a restaurant with outdoor seating and market vendors peddling their wares. The tightness in my chest loosened a little bit as I walked around the plaza. I tried to ignore the gnawing hunger pangs in my belly, but the scents from the restaurants and food vendors were strong and tantalizing, teasing me whenever they wafted my way. I normally didn’t worry about food—I could tease a seed into becoming a turnip or urge a clover to grow to the size of my head so I could drink the nectar—but I needed something alive and growing to start with first. So far, all I’d seen was algae, and I wasn’t confident I could work with that, even if I wanted to.
My gaze landed on a young person: a boy around my age with dyed blue hair and so many rings on his fingers I was surprised he could lift them. I’d never seen someone my own age before, and I found myself pulled towards him. What did young people look like up close? Act like? Why was he out so late? Did he have friends?
Why was he clutching a potato in his hand?
I scurried to keep up, desperate to know what he would do with that potato. Perhaps I could make my first friend, and he would share his potato. It looked to have a few sprouts, but it would be better than algae soup.
He stopped in front of a large group huddled at the edge of the plaza. “Hey!” The word erupted from his mouth with such force that I stopped walking, shocked by it. His nostrils flared with his deep breathing; his face flushed red.
The group stepped aside, revealing a pillory with a prisoner trapped inside. The pillory was perched on a waist-high platform with thick, velvet ropes surrounding it, as if it were a macabre art installation. A sign even politely requested: Please, Do Not Touch.
“Remember me?” The boy was only a dozen steps away from the prisoner now, but he shouted his words. “Hey! Look at me when I’m talking to you!”
The hands trapped in the wood went from being limp to forming small clenched fists, but the prisoner didn’t look up, their long, matted hair obscuring their face. The pillory was designed to be knelt in, and all around the platform was a cornucopia of smashed rotten vegetables, staining the wood and tangled in the prisoner’s hair. I frowned. The pillory was much too small; those fists and little kneeling legs were so tiny.
The prisoner was either an unusually small adult or a child.
Someone lobbed an egg that hit the prisoner above the ear, their head snapping to the side from the force. The subsequent whimper confirmed it was a child.
The boy lifted the potato. I’d never been pelted with rotten vegetables, but a potato would hurt, especially flung with good velocity, and this boy looked to have a strong arm, a long reach, and fierce determination.
“No!” I shouted. “She’s only a kid!”
Lowering the potato, the boy scowled. “Excuse me?!”
I stepped towards the platform and stood in front of the rope barrier, hoping to protect the child from the worst of the abuse. With all eyes trained on me, the group suddenly felt like a proper audience. Some people openly smiled, thrilled with the entertainment. One man gave me a round of sarcastic applause, making me flush.
“That’s no child,” the boy said. “She’s a vicious thief. She stole from my parents. She ruined my life!” He was still angry, but his frown had turned confused, and his head tilted as he assessed me.
A few other people asked why I was causing trouble. Comments like, “Is there something wrong with her?” and “Where’s her father?” rose in conversations all around. 
Panicked, I adjusted my scarf to make sure my dandelions weren’t showing.
I didn’t know what to do—I wasn’t about to lecture these people about their justice system because what did I know? But I wasn’t about to step aside and watch the potato find its mark.
If Darling were here, he’d be furious.
That one thought gave me enough comfort to stand taller. I planted my feet and crossed my arms. If I had to take a potato to the face, so be it. “I’m not moving,” I said with finality.
Pushed too far, the boy finally exploded. “Are you serious?! You’re defending the thief?” He pitched the potato to the ground in a fit of rage, soiling his fancy pants with potato chunks and earning a round of uproarious laughter from the crowd. His face had already been scarlet, but it turned a vicious shade of plum when he realized everyone was laughing at him.
He stormed off, and the crowd turned away just as fast as they’d turned to stare. The entertainment was over.
Chunks of perfectly good potato were quickly ground underfoot. “What a waste,” I mumbled. My stomach growled in agreement.
“Thank you,” the child whispered from behind me.
“This is such a stupid punishment,” I said, turning to her. I had to hold my breath because the smell of the rotten food was atrocious so close to the source. “Cruel and brutish.”
Her face was mostly obscured by matted hair, but she tilted her head so the thick tendrils of black hair shifted. She squinted as she assessed me. 
The girl—brown-eyed with round, dimpled cheeks—was only about eight years old. She would have fit right in with the group of street children I’d met earlier.
A vicious thief. Really. More like abandoned and desperate for a piece of bread.
Angry all over again, I forced a smile for the girl’s benefit. “How much longer do you have here?” I asked her.
“Dawn,” the girl said, her voice high and strained. She was clearly exhausted. “I’m almost done.”
“That’s not bad then,” I said, trying to put a cheery spin on it. “You can rest soon.”
It was the girl’s turn to frown at me. “That’s mean,” she said, her expression clouding over.
“Pardon?”
“I said it’s mean!” the girl said. “You know what they do to us when we cause a little trouble.”
“What they do to us,” I repeated. The girl’s demeanor had changed in an instant, and my throat was closing fast as I put some things together.
Us implied that me and this girl were the same.
Us implied other…
Perhaps this was no ordinary girl and no ordinary punishment. Maybe she was different, like me.
Slowly, I put a hand on the back of my neck. My makeshift scarf was still in place, but one tiny, treacherous dandelion bud had pushed its way out the bottom.
“Yes, us,” the girl confirmed, nodding as much as she could with her neck clamped between wooden boards. “I saw your flowers when you stood in front of me. You’re a damned too.” A flicker of hesitation crossed the girl’s face. She squinted at me and stared deeply as if trying to figure out a most perplexing puzzle. “Are you stupid? Do you really not know?”
I was still grappling with the fact that this little girl possessed magic, like me.
When I didn’t respond, the girl explained. “Come dawn, I won’t be going home, I’ll be dying in that ocean behind me.” She tilted her head. “I can rest soon,” she scoffed. “Yeah. Forever.”
I’d followed the scent of the ocean into the plaza, and now, with the girl’s words, I understood why. Behind the pillory, tucked between the high walls of two apartment buildings and set back behind a high chain-link fence, was a stormwater outfall. As water collected in drains throughout the city, it snaked its way underground and then converged into a massive pipe under the plaza. The pipe opened to a drainage river, creating a perpetual waterfall behind the fence. If I listened closely, I could make out the roar of the water.
The fence had a gate. The gate could be opened. At the bottom was a powerful river in between near-vertical walls of concrete. A river strong enough to carry bodies of girls out to sea, crashing into debris and tumbling head over heels as they went. Rows of mussels and barnacles clung to the sides of the buildings, showing the shifting tide lines.
“There…?” I asked, swallowing hard. “Is that where they’ll toss you?” 
She didn’t bother nodding. Now that I was looking, it was obvious. “The ocean’s not far, but not every girl makes it,” she said. “Some snag on a wayward piece of rebar or wedge themselves between boulders deep below. That’s worse, I think. Rotting away in front of crowds of people. The orange pill makes sure we can’t even die fighting back.”
“Orange pill…” Despite myself, I asked, “What does MDC stand for?”
“Malabria Drug Company. They only produce one drug: a sedative designed especially for us.”
The girl’s gaze, which had begun to wander around the square, snapped back to me. A smile spread across her face, slow and lazy like an emerging bruise. It looked anything but friendly. “You want to try it?”
A cold dread spread through me. “What do you mean?” I asked slowly.
The girl nudged her chin, indicating a spot over my shoulder. “See those men over there? They’re the magistrates in charge of sentencing.”
About a dozen men in strange, three-sided hats were enjoying a meal at an outdoor restaurant I’d passed earlier. They looked to be almost done—plates empty, the table a mess. One of them stood pontificating at the head of the table.
“It’s tradition for them to share breakfast before they kill one of us,” the girl said. “Can’t fully enjoy a girl’s death on an empty stomach.”
I turned back to her. “I’m not going to interfere anymore. I can’t. You think I can fight twelve men?” 
“It could be you in my place, you know,” she pointed out. “You’re a little slow and stupid, but no matter what flavor of curse you have, I don’t think you deserve public humiliation and drowning. We’re sisters, you and I. Damned and outcast. We have to stick together, or next time, it’ll be you in this pillory.”
Judging by the street children’s fierce reaction to my neck flowers in the alley, she spoke the truth: we were considered monsters.
Was she a monster or a girl? Girl or monster?
The question applied to me as much as it did to the girl in the pillory.
“What did you steal to end up here?” I asked.
“Look, they’re coming,” the girl said sharply. “You have only two options here: free me or keep me company as I get tossed.” The girl paused and tilted her head. One clump of matted hair, still dripping from when the raw egg had hit her earlier, fell across her face. “And in case it’s still not clear to you, yes, that’s a threat. I’ll tell them you’re damned too, and they’ll have a double execution to celebrate.”
There was that ugly term again: damned. I already hated it. “You keep saying you and I are the same,” I whispered, my voice hoarse. “But you don’t know anything about me. I haven’t done anything wrong.”
“Doesn’t matter. Those weeds growing out of your skin will be more than enough to get you tossed too. They’ll make something up and not feel a shred of guilt. Nothing around here is fair, not for girls like us.” She spoke so methodically, so matter-of-fact, and so unlike what I understood an eight-year-old should sound like.
As the team of magistrates started striding toward us, people began crowding in, the salt-tinged breeze carrying the buzz of anticipation.
I needed to make a decision.
“Free me,” the girl begged.
I met her eyes. I’d stepped in front of her because it had looked like an injustice, and this still looked like an injustice to me: a little girl on her knees, bruised and humiliated, awaiting execution. It was wrong.
“Fine,” I decided. “But not because you threatened me—because it’s the right thing to do.”
With one eye on the approaching magistrates, I stepped away from the girl and made my way into the crowd with my head down. Some people watched me, but, as I was quickly learning about people in the city, attention was short, and their gazes didn’t linger long. When all eyes had looked away, I went into a squat and put my hands on the pavement underfoot. The thrum began under my fingertips, unheard by all but me, and moved across, between, and under the stones.
There was nothing I could work with among the rotten vegetables. There was so little plant life it took many moments to sense even one seed. I coaxed it to sprout from inside a splatter of bird waste on the ground, and one long tendril of stem stretched out, edging its way in a zigzag pattern through the cracks in the street towards the pillory. I kept the stem hair-thin and easy to overlook, changing the plant’s natural growth into a vining habit to suit my purpose. I coaxed it up the side of the wooden pillory and into the metal lock holding the clamping mechanism in place. I’d never picked a lock before and couldn’t even guess at the engineering of one, but I urged the sprout into the keyhole and gave it an intention. Open this, please.
The magistrates assembled in front of the pillory in a V-pattern like a flock of migrating geese, and the one at the head of the flock began reading from a large, leather-bound book, his voice going up and down with exaggerated cadence. Another held a bottle of orange pills, ready to administer one.
The girl’s bowed head snapped up when a loud clink came from near her ear. The twisted, mangled lock fell to the ground. She pushed at the top board, opening the pillory and freeing her hands and head. On unsteady legs, she stood.
Now, run. I hoped her legs were nimble enough to outrun the men who were about to give chase.
But, like a blossom unfurling, the girl’s shape changed as she rose: long legs, wider hips and bust. She didn’t run.
My throat closed and gasps of alarm surrounded me.
This was no child, but a young woman. When she’d mentioned magic of different flavors, I hadn’t stopped to think about what those flavors might be.
Gasps turned into shouts. Shouts turned into screams. The crowd began to scatter, shoving me to the ground as they fled, followed by the flock of magistrates in their absurd three-sided hats.
One magistrate yelled into a black device in his hand as he ran. “The thief is free, and she’s not dosed! Bring in the police! I repeat, the thief is free!”
In a matter of moments, the entire plaza had erupted in chaos. People fled, tripping over each other. A stranger grabbed at my arms, trying to haul me to my feet in a gesture of misplaced chivalry. “Get up, little girl! Run!”
“But she’s just a thief?!” What was causing this panic if all she did was steal?
“That’s not just any thief,” the man said breathlessly. “That’s the Thief of Hearts.” The man gave up on me, dropping my arms with a grunt. “Sorry, you’re on your own.” He took off in a full sprint as the young woman from the pillory waltzed towards me.
Her face had changed along with her body: her freckles were gone, replaced by smooth, medium-brown skin. Her lips were fuller, her cheeks were sharper, and her nose was long and straight. Determination lit her dark eyes on fire.
Not just any thief…
I viscerally understood the panic then. My insides turned to liquid as I stared into those deep, determined eyes. There was no compassion there. No humanity. No girl at all.
The Thief of Hearts.
The nickname was literal.
“Thank you for freeing me, sister,” the Thief said with a nod to me. 
That same slow, lazy smile uncurled on her lips: the opposite of friendly. She assessed the chaos of the plaza spread out in front of her and licked her lips. “Now, whose heart should I steal first?”
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The sentence echoed, bouncing around in my mind as I tried to make sense of it.
Now, whose heart should I steal first? Steal first? Steal first? 
Although many had scattered to safety—shutting doors, scurrying up fire escapes, and fleeing down alleys—there were still so many hearts for the Thief to choose from.
I’d asked the right question—girl or monster?—but had chosen the wrong answer.
I needed to do something. The vine I’d used to snap the lock was broken and crushed; there was no way I could use it again. As I looked around, trying desperately to find something to work with, the boy with the blue hair ran back into the square. He took one long look at the screaming people, and then his gaze found me, standing alone near the broken pillory.
“Why would you do this?!” he screamed. He sprinted towards me, his hands balling into fists.
“I didn’t mean to!” I raised my hands in a gesture of peace, but the boy kept coming, his rage driving him forward. All he’d wanted to do was avenge his parents by throwing a potato, which, in hindsight, seemed like a fair and mild punishment, considering what this particular thief had stolen from them.
“It took the police months to find her!” the boy yelled. “And you come along and ruin it all in a few minutes?” He reared to a stop in front of me.
“I didn’t know,” I said, breathless. “I thought she was a kid. I didn’t know!”
He pushed his face into mine, freckles and blemishes coming into sharp relief. “How stupid—”
Then the freckles and blemishes disappeared as someone effortlessly slid between us.
Another boy, nearly as tall as the first. “What’s done is done, Elex. She said she didn’t know.” His voice was soft. Serious. But it sounded as if there was an undercurrent of laughter hiding deep inside, waiting to bubble up. “You need to get out of here and let the police deal with it. Come on.”
Elex. Sharp-sounding, like his ringed knuckles, his spiked blue hair.
“But how could she not know?!” Elex shouted. “How is it possible to make such a stupid mistake?”
“It’s entirely possible. She’s new here.” The boy looked over his shoulder at me, a smile tugging at the corner of his lips despite the situation. His profile was so different from Elex’s: less hawkish, more gentle. Instead of dyed, spiky hair, his was soft and natural, folding in loose waves of hazelnut brown to the nape of his neck. His soft brown eyes had laugh lines around them, spreading out like sunbeams. “Is that it then?” he asked. “Are you new here?” 
I nodded. “Very new,” I whispered. “Very stupid.”
He turned back to Elex. It was clear they knew each other, but they were not friends. “See? She made a mistake.”
“No.” Elex shook his head vehemently. “I think she’s damned too. She must be.”
The two boys continued to argue, and dimly, I wondered why the new boy was so determined to stand up for me.
But the Thief of Hearts was still on the loose, and that was a wrong I still had to make right. I couldn’t let anyone die because of my stupid mistake. I stepped away.
“Grab her!” Elex shouted.
But the new boy grabbed Elex’s arm instead. Elex sputtered in outrage as he tried to yank himself away.
“We should all get out of here—” the new boy said. But his words quickly faded as I ran.
My attention was on the Thief now.
She had set her gaze on one of the magistrates. While most of the flock had scattered within the first few seconds of her escape, this man had stayed behind. Bravely—or stupidly—he brandished that leather-bound book in the Thief’s direction and screamed some nonsense, spittle flying from his mouth with his heated words, his three-cornered hat askew.
There was something highly predatory in the Thief’s walk: a deliberate, loping gait that angled around her target without approaching directly.
“Hey!” I called. I had no plan besides distraction. If I could buy time, maybe the police could get organized enough to subdue her. Uniformed police had already entered the square from every side street, but they were assembling cautiously.
As I passed a small group of officers, one put his arm out and physically grabbed me. “What do you think you’re doing?” he exclaimed.
I was getting mighty tired of that question. If only I could write the answer on my forehead: Until further notice, please go ahead and assume I don’t know what I’m doing… but I’m going for it anyway.
And in this case, the question doubly annoyed me. The Thief was clearly stalking her next victim, and these officers—so many of them now, and armed—were doing nothing but watching her do it.
“What are you waiting for?” I said in a low hiss. “Do something!”
Whatever he was going to say got cut off. The boy with brown wavy hair was back, a lazy smile tugging at the corners of his mouth as he slid beside me smoothly. “Here we go,” he said gently, putting his arm around my waist and pulling my arm over his shoulder. “Calm down. That’s it.”
I was too startled to pull away.
“Sorry about her,” he said to the police officer. “My cousin has overwhelmingly poor judgment.” He shrugged and laughed, tucking me closer into his side. I’d come to my senses and begun to squirm. “She insists on putting herself in the middle of things. You know how girls are; they love the drama. Anyway, I know you have everything under control.” 
He took a step backward, his gaze flicking between the Thief’s back and the officer. Pulling me with him, his fingers dug painfully into my side as I tried to wriggle free. “Cut it out,” the boy said through his teeth, the smile still plastered on his face as he continued to back us away. “You need to get out of here. Now.”
“What I need to do is recapture the monster I mistakenly set—”
“Shhhhhh, hahahaaaaa…” His loud shushing noise transformed into a boisterous laugh, drowning out my confession. He put his mouth to my ear and hissed, “Are you trying to die today? Trust me, Story will be fine.”
Story? He was on a first-name basis with her? “But the man! We have to help him!” Why was everything so confusing?
“Who, the magistrate?” Shocked, the boy pulled back so he could look me full in the face. My heart pitter-pattered strangely, and a flush of heat rose up my neck. I’d never been close enough to someone to notice lips before. Or dimples. And those brown eyes rimmed with laugh lines, the kindness and good nature inside them… “The magistrates are all sadistic bullies. Don’t waste any part of your heart on them.”
Someone screamed, long and guttural. My head snapped around in time to see the Thief reach forward and put her hand gently on the magistrate’s cheek as he flinched away.
I wasn’t sure what I expected her to do—rip his heart out with her teeth, perhaps—but this touch was almost tender. There was no violence in it. Nothing that would explain the magistrate’s ongoing screams of terror. 
“You don’t have to watch,” the boy said, trying to pull me away.
Oh, but I did.
The magistrate’s face was disappearing.
One touch and he buckled to his knees. His white blotchy skin began to gray and wrinkle. His puffy white hair fell out in clumps. His clothes got looser as he shrunk inside them.
The magistrate’s hat flew through the air as he twisted away, and strange sounds flooded my ears—something dry and crunchy, like chewing over-baked biscuits, then soft, susurrous whispers, like the wind through an aspen grove.
He died so fast, so horribly, that it was over before I could even understand what was happening. Within seconds, he was unrecognizable. He’d shriveled like a dry leaf thrown into a fire until there was nothing left but dust and a pile of clothes on the concrete.
The Thief bent, kicked aside some clothing, then moved the ashes around. When she straightened, she held a human heart in her hand. Red and shiny. Warm and steaming in the brisk night.
A wave of nausea raced through me.
“You know, she doesn’t actually steal them,” the boy explained hastily. Was he seriously taking issue with her nickname right now? “The heart is the only thing that doesn’t disintegrate when it touches her skin.”
“They’re still not doing anything,” I whispered. The police, with pistols in their hands and batons in their belts, hadn’t even tried to save that magistrate. 
“They’re waiting for an MDC grenade to give them a fighting chance. No one wants to be next.”
They made our pill in grenade form? I wanted to ask about it, but I couldn’t get over the fact that he was hauling me along like a misbehaving toddler. I squirmed harder.
“Alright, you’re being difficult,” the boy said. “I’m sorry about this, really.” He slapped his hand over my mouth, then grabbed me from behind, pressing me against his chest while pushing me forward. I tried to pull away. I struck backward, but he parried everything.
I locked eyes with a man on an upper balcony. Even though I was clearly being dragged away against my will, all the man did was blink slowly and then turn away. I screamed in exasperation…
…and a fair amount of fear. I tried everything to escape—biting, kicking, dropping to the ground, searching the cracks for weeds I could turn into weapons—but he was good at holding me tight and forcefully pushing me along.
Almost as if he’d done it before.
My fright grew with every step, and my movements became more desperate.
I didn’t understand much about this world Melusine had kept from me, but I had learned one crucial thing.
It was impossible to tell the people from the monsters.
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The boy squatted in front of me, having tied me to a rickety wooden chair. “Look, I’m sorry.”
He smiled, and I didn’t trust it.
I might have stopped fighting him, but that didn’t mean I had no fight left. I had to watch. Wait.
We were inside a large industrial shop or warehouse with exposed steel rafters, concrete floors, and no sunlight. Half the light bulbs were out or missing; the other half swung from strings at random intervals. Engine parts of all shapes and sizes littered the floor, tools were stacked on various workbenches, and a mix of metallic smells assaulted my nose.
If I was to choose a spot to commit a heinous crime, it would be there.
“Where did you come from?” he asked, flopping backward on his butt and wrapping his arms loosely around his knees. All casual, like we were friends chatting in a field and not in a hostage-type situation.
“Are you really making small talk right now?” I asked. Slowly, my heart had begun to resettle in my chest.
The boy had the decency to flush and look away. “I’m trying to figure out what’s up with you,” he said. “I don’t love that I had to tie you to a chair.”
“Then simply untie me,” I said slowly, “and we’ll both feel better.”
He shook his head. “I’m trying to help you. I know you’re one of the damned, but it feels like you don’t know that.”
My undershirt scarf had slipped down enough that I knew my dandelions were showing. The greenery had spread through my hair to cradle the back of my head and tickle my ears. To the boy’s credit, he hadn’t said anything about it yet.
“If you know I’m one of the damned,” I asked carefully, “then why aren’t you scared of me?”
He shrugged. “I am,” he said bluntly.
We stared at each other in silence for a long time.
He clapped his hands together. “You know what? I think we should start over. I’m Bash Melero—or Sebastian if you want to be formal about it. This is a safe space for you.” He looked at me from under his thick, dark lashes. He was objectively handsome, with clear, light brown skin, a strong jaw, and balanced features. But most importantly, his eyes were gentle and warm. Those laugh lines around his eyes were proof he spent time laughing, smiling, being happy. The boy seemed to have about as much venom as a butterfly.
Irritation was now waging a war with curiosity. He had answers I needed.
“I still don’t think you understand how much danger you were in,” he continued. “Elex is a nightmare on his best days. You were lucky the police didn’t catch on to you. And”—he began tap-tap-tapping on his knee—“it’s a miracle Story kept your secret. She’s not in the habit of helping others. That’s not her style.”
“No, your friend’s style is more of the murderous variety, isn’t it, Sebastian?” I said, deadpan.
He barked out a laugh and his eyes crinkled with mirth. I looked away quickly, my gaze finding the tools and clutter around us.
“If you’re on my side, untie me,” I said again.
“Are you going to run?”
“No.”
“Well, see, that’s the thing,” he said, and even though I hadn’t looked back at him yet, I heard the smile in his voice. “I don’t believe you.”
I gritted my teeth. “Okay fine. You want to be a hero.” I forced myself to look at him. “But are you going to keep me a hostage forever? What’s your plan here?”
“This repair shop belongs to a friend of mine. She’s an expert motorcycle mechanic, a surly old lady in a young woman’s body, and most importantly, she’s damned too, like you.”
Despite myself, hope surged fast and hard through my chest. “She’ll help me?” I bit my lip, tempering my excitement, and looked at Bash sidelong. “Don’t be offended here, but if you also know the Thief of Hearts then I don’t know if I trust your ability to make decent friends.”
He shrugged, like fair point. 
Just then, a door clanged open and then slammed shut, and the loudest person in the world entered the shop. I couldn’t see them yet, but their boots stomped the ground, they knocked more than one thing over, and they shouted so much foul language that it made me blush. A shout arose from behind a pile of old motorcycle tires. “Bash! Are you here?”
A girl rounded the tire pile and stopped dead. She had brown skin, and dark eyes, and wore nothing but black, from her heavy boots to her tight leather gloves to the headband tying back her long hair. She was tall and stocky, with wide hips and an ample chest, and strong-looking.
“Feel better?” Bash asked.
The girl ignored his question. She took one look at the scene, her gaze shifting from Bash to me and back again, before she rolled her eyes and groaned. “Are you kidding me?” she muttered.
Something tightened in my gut. The girl looked familiar, somehow.
Bash stood and put himself between us. “She’s from… somewhere else,” he explained. “Or she lost her memory. Or something. She needs our help, but yours especially. Surely you see that.” Then he stage-whispered—as if that would stop me from hearing him—“You owe her.”
You owe her…?
I groaned and closed my eyes for a good long beat.
Then I opened them and locked eyes with the Thief of Hearts once again. It was eerie how little she resembled the monster from the square. Similarities in coloring and build were there, but she’d shifted her appearance enough that I wouldn’t have guessed they were the same person without the heavy hints. The biggest difference was her eyes: they were no longer black and frightening, but a warm brown.
Was this her true face then?
“Story, this is—” Bash waved a hand at me expectantly.
“Drinn,” I said through my teeth.
He blinked. “Drinn, this is Story Bajwa. Story, this is Drinn.”
Story said nothing. No “Thank you for saving me.” No “Sorry my misguided friend kidnapped you.” No “Don’t worry, I’m not a murderous monster.” Instead, she crossed her arms and stared me down.
“You’re delightful,” I said. But even as the words left my mouth, I wondered if I was judging too harshly. Maybe you had to be brutal to survive this world. I needed help figuring it all out.
At the very least, I needed to make sure she didn’t become my enemy.
In an attempt to broker peace, I smiled. “Okay, I’m sorry. That was rude. I’ve had a day, and you’ve clearly had a day—”
Story snorted.
Delightful, I thought. My teeth ground together, but I forced more words out. “But Sebastian is right. I need help.”
Story narrowed her eyes and glared at him. “No kidding, hey?” Her mouth turned into a punishing line, thin and brutal like a knife edge.
“Okay, maybe we won’t be best friends,” I said in a rush, “but could you at least untie me?” 
Story’s eyes flashed. “You tied her up, Bash? What’s wrong with you?”
For the first time, he didn’t look close to smiling. “I thought I was going to have to watch you die today,” he hissed angrily. “We both owe her—”
“Stop. Enough.” Story’s piercing gaze made me flinch. “Untie her and get her out of here. We don’t owe her anything.”
Without another word, Story swiveled on her heels and marched away, her heavy boots clomping loudly.
Something in my chest collapsed. A weight of expectation, of hope, came crashing down. I closed my eyes and put my head down, chin to chest. I heard Bash move to untie me, felt his hands work the knots, but I was numb to it all.
The reality of my situation hit me hard for the first time.
I was utterly, entirely alone.
“There you go,” Bash said as the rope fell to the ground behind me. “For the record, that was tied in a loose bow. You could have gotten out yourself if you’d tried.”
“Oh,” I said, defeated. I didn’t lift my head.
“I’m sorry. I thought she’d help this time.” He cleared his throat. “There’s a phone booth up the street. Is there anyone I can call for you? Family? A friend?”
I still hadn’t moved except to lace my fingers in my lap. I stared at them. Less than a day ago, those fingers had brushed against fluffy yellow stalks of wheat. They’d played in the rich dirt of Darling’s farm. They’d signed messages of love across a room to the only person I’d ever considered family.
I shook my head. “There’s no one,” I whispered. 
In another part of the now-quiet repair shop, I heard a metal door slide open and then slam shut. The rumble of a motorcycle engine started on the other side, and a moment later, the bike peeled away, sending up a spray of gravel that pinged off the metal door.
Story’s rejection was loud and clear.
“Don’t worry about her,” Bash said. “You’re welcome to stay here as long as you need to. Get your bearings and figure things out before going out there again, okay?”
I nodded and melted off the chair and onto the hard ground of the shop, curling sideways and tucking myself into a ball. I kept my eyes closed, my spine curved, my knees bent.
“Do you want some food?”
I shook my head no.
“There’s an armchair in the office. I could find you a blanket.”
I shook my head no again.
In my curled-up position, with my face near my chest and my arms wrapped around my knees, I allowed myself to think of Darling. His smile, his hair, his voice. Our jokes, our comfort, our bond.
His death, his death, his death.
My fault.
I never even told him I loved him.
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I stayed on the floor for nearly a week.
I didn’t mean to, and Story wasn’t happy about it, but once I allowed myself to cry, I couldn’t stop. My sadness became all-encompassing. I was a ghost in the vague shape of a girl. Incorporeal. Intangible. Inconsequential.
During the day, I lay on the ground as Story’s tools shrieked. My spot was hidden from the main work area and customers alike, which I suspected was the only reason Story hadn’t dragged me outside by my ears. I listened to Story work, talk with customers, and then, at the end of the workday, Bash would visit and I’d eavesdrop on their spirited arguments about what to do with me.
In that small section of the floor, I found security. While I usually preferred outside, I’d learned cities were different. Oblison was a serrated knife—nothing but sharp points—and at least there on the dusty floor, with my cheek pressed against the cold, oil-stained concrete, and my eyes closed, I was hidden from them.
At night, after Story peeled away on her motorcycle and Bash gave up trying to get me to talk and went home, I wandered around the shop. I nibbled at the food Bash left for me, used the facilities, and drew in the dust with my fingertips. Story had a small television in her office, but no matter how I turned the dials all I could get was white static, so I stared out the grimy windows at the vague shapes moving around outside instead.
Memories of Darling were my company. They would rise up, vivid and real. Like the time he’d let me smoke the beehives to collect the honeycomb: the smell of smoke, wood, sweetness; the sound of buzzing; the hiss of the bellows; Darling’s quiet laughter when a smoke-drunk bee accidentally bonked him on the nose.
Like the time we’d chased a huge tumbleweed together through his freshly tilled fields: the wind whipping through Darling’s hair; an apple-red flush to his cheeks from the exercise; the solid way he put his arm on my shoulder as we watched our quarry tumble towards the horizon, both of us out of breath but smiling.
Each memory opened a fresh wound. Each one sent me back to my spot on the floor.
But I learned a few interesting things, in my time as a ghost.
The first was that Bash was not, in fact, in the habit of kidnapping girls. He’d brought precisely two other damned girls to the shop before, of their own free will, in an attempt to help them.
Story fiercely resented this hobby of his.
I learned that the Thief of Hearts had killed three magistrates in the square the day I’d freed her, continuing an eradication spree she’d started nearly a year ago. Story hated magistrates to her core, calling them “spineless death secretaries” when she was feeling generous, and “heartless murder tyrants” when she was especially ornery. Bash agreed with her.
Elex’s parents—both powerful magistrates—had been her first casualties.
Bash and Elex both worked at the largest electrical company in Oblison: Bash because he wanted to be an electrician, and Elex because his parents had pulled some strings to get him an elite position. My first impression of their relationship had been correct; they weren’t friends. Bash seemed to love everyone in the world except Elex and magistrates.
I knew my ghostly existence was fading when I became curious about one specific thing—Story’s magic.
How could she both manipulate her appearance and kill with her touch? Our powers were so different from each other—what other kinds of magic existed? Were we born like this? How many of “us” were out there? I’d never considered my powers ugly, but the world said we were cursed. They called us damned.
I needed to understand why.
My curiosity finally became so intense I decided to move. Over the course of the week, my rhythm had shifted, making me mostly nocturnal. I’d become used to curling on the floor for fitful, noise-punctuated sleep in the early morning before Story came to open the shop. That morning, instead of waiting for the boot-nudge that Story always gave my prone body—to make sure I wasn’t dead, I’d assumed—I sat, crossed my legs, and waited for her to arrive.
I listened as Story lifted the massive metal roll-top door, organized some papers, and muttered to herself. Then I heard her approaching footsteps.
She rounded the corner, covered in various layers of black clothing from head to toe, including gloves on her hands. Her lips were plump and defined, her nose straight and long. But her eyes were her boldest feature: a glimmering dark brown framed by thick, dark eyelashes and brows.
We stared at each other.
“You need a bath,” she finally said.
I flushed, heat surging to my face, but tilted my chin a bit higher. “I know.” I’d been trying to ignore my distinct… scent.
“And you need new clothes,” she said.
I nodded.
“Do you have money?”
I shook my head and flushed even deeper. Before a week ago, I’d considered myself strong and fairly independent.
I had no such delusions anymore.
“Please, Story,” I said quietly. “Help me.”
Her features softened, but she dropped her head so quickly it was hard to be sure I hadn’t imagined it. Her long, black hair fell in waves down the front of her black jacket. It was enviably lush. Even on my best hair days, I only possessed rough, dull straw.
Many heartbeats later, she came to a decision. With a grumble, she tossed her hair out of the way and looked up. “I need to work today and Bash won’t be around until later.” She left and then returned with a piece of paper. “This is my address. Follow the map I drew underneath and don’t let anyone hassle you. If you get lost, that’s on you.”
I stood and walked towards Story on shaky legs, but before I’d taken two steps she crumpled the paper and threw it at me. The wrinkled ball landed at my feet.
“The spare key is on top of the doorframe,” she continued as if throwing a paper ball of address was normal. “Have a bath, try to find some clothes that will work, and have a nap if you need one. My bed is garbage, but it’ll be an upgrade from the floor. After I get home from work, you, me, and Bash will have a conversation.”
I nodded, maybe too enthusiastically, and bent to scoop up the paper. “You’ve been so patient—”
“There’s a copy of the tome in my apartment,” she said, cutting me off. “Mark your entry so we can read it tonight. And no lying about it, or this whole thing is off. Do you understand me?”
I wished I did. “Oh. Okay? What’s the tome, exactly?” I assumed it was a big book, but I didn’t want to take any chances.
She stared at me, her frown deepening, her mouth opening and closing more than once as she tried to figure out what to say. “Bash told me you had no idea about anything—”
Well, that’s a bit harsh, I thought, affronted.
“And I didn’t believe him until right now.” 
Story didn’t answer my question, and she was already walking away. “We’ll talk tonight. Alright, get out. I have work to do.”
Fighting against instinct, I snapped my lips together and looked down at the crude map. I adjusted the makeshift scarf at my neck, careful not to look at my reflection on any shiny surface, and then made my way towards the front door.
Story had tied her hair into a high ponytail and pulled her safety goggles down over her eyes. She didn’t look up from the workbench as she began soldering some tiny wires together, but I felt her stare nonetheless.
When I stepped out of her shop, I heard Story audibly exhale.
Relieved.
Story—the infamous Thief of Hearts—was afraid of me.
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Bash had stated his fear of me outright, but this unintentional revelation from Story hit me harder because she’d been trying so hard to hide her fear.
I didn’t want people to be scared of me. Tears welled in my eyes, blurring the small, scribbled map in my hands and making it difficult to read.
I walked slowly and precisely at the edge of the road, trying not to flinch with every revving motor and engine backfire. The morning was gray and foggy, the scent of soot and ocean air blending to produce that now-familiar, port-city smell.
Oblison during the day looked less intimidating. Uniformed children made their way to school and tired-looking women balanced shopping bags in their arms. Men in suits strutted around with purpose, perpetually checking their watches. Two busy tramlines ran down the center of the street, each tram so packed with people that many dangled out of the large windows, desperately hanging on. Sparks flew from the overhead wires that powered the trams, mini-explosions that added orange and white sparkles to the otherwise gray street.
Finally, I found it. Story’s third-floor apartment was one large open area: bed, sofa, desk, small table, two chairs, tiny stove, and a few cupboards. Even the toilet and bath were in the main room, partially hidden behind an embroidered screen. A small balcony near the kitchen area had pots with leggy basil and summer savory growing in them. They were the first plants I’d seen in days but were so sad-looking that they almost made me weep.
First, I had the bath I so desperately needed, then I carefully went through Story’s closet. Everything was far too big and much too black, but, like a buried treasure waiting for me, I found a mint-green, long-sleeved sweater dress. It hung loose on my shoulders, my chest not nearly as good at holding clothing up as Story’s was, but it was a thick, sturdy material and covered most of the too-long, too-baggy pants I’d pulled on. To complete my new look, I wrapped a silk scarf around my neck and tied it in a knot to hide my dandelions.
Feeling fresh and decidedly less wraith-like, I began hunting for the “tome.”
Small as it was, Story’s home was nothing but stuff. It was organized much like her repair shop: chaotic and overflowing. Book spines of assorted colors peeked out from every nook and cranny, beckoning me like the best kind of treasure hunt.
My fingers delicately danced over each title I came across: Famous Mosaics of Dagreann, The Paradox of Thought, Mysterioso and Other Fables, Summerwine: A Love Story. Her taste was so eclectic. Every time I found a new book—under a stray shirt, wedged in the pantry, propping up the uneven table—my heart tapped loudly in appreciation. 
I wondered if she had any books about swamps. Were all swamps horrible, inhospitable places, or had I been blessed to live in an exception?
Even better would be a world atlas… If I could only place my finger on where I was, maybe I could figure out where I’d been.
Maybe I could find the farm.
I found a slim volume of poetry and cracked it open. The first poem was about grief, and it began with haunting lines:
I’ve come to hate the dawn, so steadfast and bright.
Each one a lost tomorrow.
I closed the book and gently put it down, my throat closing.
I continued on.
Then I found it: a book that looked unnervingly similar to the one the magistrate was reading from in the plaza. The formal title was Encyclopedia Hruza, but it certainly was a tome: leather-bound, unadorned, thick and heavy despite the whisper-thin pages within. My gaze snagged on some of the first lines.
The damned are wicked and wild and undeserving of compassion. Their existence is founded on one principle—to cause suffering and strife—and so compassion for them inevitably leads to misery.
Do not be tempted.
Do not be fooled.
It does no good to sympathize with the damned.

Their sole purpose is to ruin you.
The original publication date was over six hundred years ago, but I was holding the 245th edition, dated only three years prior. The information inside was consequential enough to warrant updating every few years.
My heart hammered in my ears as I flipped to the index. One of the first headings under “A” was simply: Aunts, with a long sublist of names underneath. Shaking, my finger drifted down the alphabetical list of names until it landed on “M”.
Melusine.
The index provided a list of every page in the massive book that mentioned a particular Aunt. Some Aunts had multiple entries; some had only one. Melusine had the longest list of them all dedicated to her.
I’d used the term “Aunt” my whole life without understanding what it meant. As I skimmed the pages, I learned it wasn’t about relationship or connection; it was an honorific, something akin to madam, captain, or sir.
A label for a specific group of immortal women.
The Aunts were part seer and part witch. By gazing into the future they could identify rotten souls—people who were destined to be wicked or sinful—and they marked those people with a curse.
These curses were punishments for crimes or social transgressions not yet committed. They were a way of ostracizing the sinner from proper society right from the start. “Like cutting out a brown bruise on an apple, before the rot sets in and the entire fruit is blighted,” the tome stated. 
For hundreds of years, the Aunts had marked the damned. Aunt Melusine was undeniably the most powerful of them all, her curses the stuff of legends. She cursed girls to bleed from their eyes, to transmit disease, to have voices so shrill they shattered glass and human bones.
Once cursed by an Aunt, there was no cure. “Only the death of the subject can break the curse’s ill effects.” For their role in our extermination, magistrates were considered aspirational heroes, and Story’s vendetta against them suddenly made a lot more sense.
Ever since I’d arrived in Oblison and learned of the damned, I’d been asking myself the same question: was I a girl or a monster?
It turned out I was a girl made monster.
Aunt Melusine was both my keeper and my maker. Aunt Melusine had cursed me. There, in a sublist under Melusine’s name and buried among dozens of other names, was Drinn Tryba. I could only assume it was me; I’d never, in my whole life, known myself to have a surname.
My life was in that book, attached to Melusine like a barnacle.
I snapped the tome closed. This was precisely what I needed to read, but suddenly I was afraid to.
With my anxious dandelions keeping me company once more, stirring for the first time in days, I sat on Story’s bed, took a deep breath, opened the book again, and continued reading.
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“What am I looking at here?”
My head snapped up.
It took me a moment to focus. A large man’s form in the doorway, swimming in duplicate and triplicate: legs in a wide stance, deep frown on his face, the ends of his tangled beard resting on his overlarge belly.
When I didn’t answer right away, the burly man stepped inside the apartment, and as soon as he shut the door behind him, he disappeared and Story stood in his place: luminous and scary in equal measure.
“You’re a man sometimes?” I blurted.
“It’s always safer. So?” Story demanded. “What’s going on here?” She gestured to me, the bed, the tome.
“I found out—” I started. But when I tried to stand, something held me down.
The dandelions growing from my neck had wound their way under my scarf, down my spine, and along my arms, tangling themselves deep into the wrinkles of the unmade bed. With a frustrated growl, I stood with more force, breaking free of my dandelion mane and then sweeping my hands across the bed to collect every leaf and stem. 
Ah, this is what Story had meant by “What am I looking at here?”
“It happens when I get nervous,” I explained. With my arms full of plants, I went to the balcony and chucked them to the street below. “They come and go with my moods. It’s nothing.” I grabbed a new bud at my neck and yanked hard. “Just irritating and inconvenient.”
Story tilted her head, assessing me with narrowed eyes just as Bash flung open the front door and reared to a stop behind her, winded and flushed from sprinting up the three flights of stairs.
“What did I miss?”
Without taking her eyes off me, Story answered. “Drinn was explaining that the lock-picking weeds that sprout from her neck are normal.”
Story and Bash shared a pointed look.
Annoyed, my face flushed. “I didn’t say it was normal, but you don’t have to worry about it; it’s not part of my curse. Or, if it is, it’s a good bit, a side effect of some kind. Sort of like the shape-shifting thing you have going on.” My face got redder as I kept rambling. “Look, I didn’t even know this ridiculous book existed before today. It might take me a minute to figure everything out.”
A smile twitched at the corners of Story’s lips before vanishing again. She moved towards the screen that hid the tub, sink and toilet. “Fine. Fair enough. But be clear on one thing: my curse makes me kill people with my touch. It also makes me strong, bloodthirsty, and able to change my appearance. All of that together is so I can be a better killer. There is no harmless side effect or ‘good bit.’” The taps squeaked, then I heard some splashing as Story cleaned herself at the sink.
Bash came further into the room and flopped dramatically on the bed. The tome was open to an account of a mid-century wheat famine. “You’re reading about Melusine? She’s your Aunt then?” His eyes got a little rounder, and there was a wobble in his words.
I nodded, then took a deep breath, knowing that once I started talking, it would be difficult for me to stop. Speaking over the sound of running water, I began by telling them about my childhood. How I didn’t know my birth parents and how I’d been shuffled around my whole life.
I briefly touched on some of the notable times: living with Closter in the swamps; the apple orchard; Atta, his sheep, and Sparky the sheepdog. I explained that I was kept in near-total isolation and that everything I knew was based on reading, limited conversations with my ever-changing caregivers, and guesswork. “If I act like everything’s new and confusing, it’s because it is new and confusing for me,” I said. “Before a week ago, my world was so small I could hold it in both hands.”
My story wasn’t being received with any degree of shock or sympathy—it was as if the level of isolation I’d grown up with wasn’t extraordinary for someone damned.
“So what happened a week ago?” Bash asked from the bed. He was lounging like a cat in a sunbeam, his eyelids half-closed. “How did you get to Oblison?” 
“Yeah.” Holding a towel in front of her chest, Story peeked around the screen. “And what exactly are you running from?”
Story darted back behind the screen and I blinked. Seeing her bare shoulders shocked me, and I skipped backward in my memory, trying to find her question.
What was I running from?
Melusine, I’d thought.
But perhaps my destiny.
According to the tome, my curse was the most powerful Melusine had ever created. The destruction I was destined to cause was unfathomable.
I closed my eyes, trying not to cry. “A week ago, Melusine arrived at my farm. Every year she moved me to a new place on my birthday, shuffling me around to different people she paid to monitor me. This past year, I made plans to escape her, but it went so terribly, terribly wrong—” A sob hitched in my throat.
“Wait,” Story called from over the screen. “You’re saying Melusine was directly involved in your life? I’ve never seen an Aunt in person except for the day I was born, and thankfully that’s not a meeting I remember. Why would Melusine, of all Aunts too, care about you that much?”
The taps turned off suddenly. The sound of Story’s movements behind the screen became less leisurely.
I bristled and wiped my nose. “It’s not caring that made her do it. She was keeping me under control. No curse has more riding on it than mine. For the Aunts, for Aunt Melusine, and for everyone.” 
My nickname, according to the tome, was The Destroyer.
I staggered back, suddenly dizzy. My entry swam in bits and pieces in front of my eyes, parts of it so outlandish I still couldn’t believe it was true:
Drinn Tryba—cursed by Melusine, Thirteenth Aunt on record—will hereby cause the total annihilation of the planet, including all life—plant, animal, human, demigoddess, or otherwise—in an unparalleled end-of-world event.
The full curse will manifest after Drinn Tryba meets one crucial condition…
I’d had to read that first line more than once. “Total annihilation of the planet…” How could I come to terms with the fact that I was the harbinger of the apocalypse?
Melusine had cursed me to cause the end of the world.
“Hey, are you okay?” Bash leaped off the bed and darted over to me, grabbing my shoulders to hold me steady. His little dimple had deepened, but he was not smiling.
What had begun as a tremble in my hands had moved throughout my entire body.
“Don’t pass out on me,” he said, his voice echoey and far away.
“No, I’m not okay,” I said, closing my eyes. “I’m not okay!” I pushed Bash away.
It was impossible for me to dislike him. Which—I now knew—was a monumental problem.
That one crucial condition?
… Falling in love.
Note that this means love of a romantic nature. Eros.
Passion. Exclusions for familial love, platonic love, and other strong bonds apply.
The condition will be detected by the power of the curse itself. It cannot be manipulated by external forces, including, but not limited to: Melusine, Thirteenth Aunt on record, nor any other Aunt, nor Drinn Tryba, nor any other human. The full curse will manifest immediately upon detection and is irreversible once activated.
I forced myself to look away from Bash and his sunshine eyes. Those pitter-patters my heart made whenever I looked at him were warning sounds. A perimeter alarm I had to take seriously.
“Enough.” Story emerged from behind the screen, dressed in head-to-toe black, including a tight leather pair of riding gloves and a low hood. She wore a scowl on her face deeper than I’d ever seen. “You’re done being evasive.” She marched up to Bash and me, her frustration level so high that I thought she was going to hit me. Instead, she grabbed Bash by the upper arm and pulled him away from me, her distrust and fear raging back with force. “What’s your curse, Drinn? Why are you so important that Melusine herself would have a direct hand in your life?”
She’d backed them both up into the kitchen behind the counter by then, leaving me standing alone in the center of the room.
“Wait!” Bash leaned forward, peering at me. He whispered something to Story.
They both stared at me. 
“You’re… her?” Bash said.
I swallowed. I couldn’t read their body language, whether it was intrigue, confusion, or abject terror that had frozen them both in place. “Her who?”
“There’s only one reason Melusine would want to keep such close tabs on a cursed girl…” Story swallowed hard. “You’re the World-Eater.”
Hearing it aloud made something cinch painfully tight in my stomach.
I hesitated, then nodded. “Probably.” Neither of them had recognized my real name when I’d first introduced myself, so I assumed our nicknames were more common. I gestured towards the book still lying open on the bed. “In there, I’m called The Destroyer.” I was a relatively new entry, first appearing in that 245th edition.
“Only old people call you that,” Bash said dismissively.
“Unreal,” Story whispered.
They shared another pointed look, both of their mouths hanging a little slack.
“I don’t like either nickname, for the record,” I snapped. “I don’t plan to eat or destroy any worlds.” All I wanted was for them not to be scared of me, and the conversation wasn’t steering in a promising direction. “How much do you know about me?”
“Newspapers constantly write about the damned,” Bash said, “and you come up in nearly every story. Fear keeps the world in line, and there’s nothing scarier than abject ruination.” 
Abject ruination.
“We talk about you at New Year’s,” Bash said. “‘No true love for the World-Eater once again. No end of the world summoned yet! Woo-hoo we made it, folks!’” Bash shook his head. “I’ve toasted to you being alone and loveless so many times.”
Well, wasn’t that wonderful?
“You have followers though,” Bash said quickly, as if this would make me feel better. “Cult of the Destroyer. Super zealots. Their numbers grow every year. They can’t wait to meet you…”
With that, I’d had enough. “All of this is garbage, you know that, right? There’s a whole world that’s been hidden from me, and that’s not fair. But what’s most unfair, the part I’m having a real hard time wrapping my head around now, is that everything terrible about this is accepted! I mean, you were about to be thrown into the ocean like trash when all of this is because of the Aunts! It’s their fault we’re monsters. The tome is categorized by Aunts, not by cursed girls. As terrifying as we are, I’m appended to Melusine, and you’re appended to whoever your Aunt is—”
“Fierenza,” Bash interjected. “Story’s cursing aunt is Fierenza, thirty-seventh Aunt on record… never mind, continue.”
I glared at him for interrupting, and his embarrassed blush went all the way to his ears.
“The point is,” I said, “without the Aunts, there would be no tome. There would be no curses, no suffering—” 
Story snorted. “Cool it with the righteous indignation; there would still be suffering. Done by people like you and me, the rotten ones.”
Bash had faded into the background, and it was the two of us: Story and Drinn, the cursed girls. Both defined by our curses, both outcasts.
I crossed my arms and stared her down. To me, the tome was thousands of pages of fear-and shame-based propaganda. Story after story of punishments and judgments and “don’t act this way or else.” It painted a picture of a world where you were only safe if you stayed in line and didn’t question anything. “Are you telling me you believe that? You actually think babies—always girls, from what I can tell—deserve to be cursed for some hypothetical future wrong?”
Her lips curled into a cruel smile. “I kill magistrates for fun, Drinn the Destroyer. I deserve my curse, and the world deserves me. Both can be true at the same time.”
No. I knew my heart, and there was no way I was capable of committing atrocities that would warrant the end of all life on earth. How ludicrous. “There has to be someone on our side,” I snapped. “A law group or charity. Someone. Who pushes back? Who can I talk to?”
Story leaned back slightly, no longer smiling. “You sound like you want to go after the Aunts.”
“I do.”
“Through… the courts. Or perhaps by organizing a rally? Oh! I know. A leaflet. Surely a leaflet will do the trick and make the Aunts stop their nasty cursing—” 
Bash, who I’d all but forgotten about in my standoff with Story, nudged Story’s arm with his elbow. “That’s enough.” Then he set his gaze on me. “There are some damned in Oblison who use political means, but they aren’t organized or effective. Story doesn’t think much of their methods.”
“No, she prefers to murder the politicians, doesn’t she? Your way isn’t effective either, Story. Vengeance might feel good for a while, but those magistrates will be replaced. You’re not forcing any real change.”
My rage fueled me, filled me, made me flushed and warm and trembly.
“And you will?” Story asked slowly. “You’re a baby in this world. You don’t know a thing.” I would have felt better if she yelled back at me, matched my righteous anger, but her anger had faded to pity. It’s true that I knew little about the world, but I knew my heart, and, like seeing a little girl in a pillory, I understood injustice when I saw it. I didn’t lose Darling just to sit back and allow the Aunts to keep cursing generation after generation.
“I want Melusine to regret ever creating me.” To my own ears, it sounded like a powerful vow, my own curse to cast.
She will regret ever creating me.
I meant it with every fiber of my being.
I had no solid plan yet, of course. This was a fresh vow, a seed in newly tilled soil.
But it would grow. 
Fresh dandelions sprouted at my neck and wound their way through my hair and across my shoulders, yellow blossoms opening like starbursts.
I was excellent at making things grow, after all. Melusine had made sure of that when she’d cursed me.
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The good news was that Story and Bash weren’t afraid of me anymore. Story even allowed me to stay with her, albeit so grudgingly that I was convinced Bash was bribing her. The bad news was they both still believed I was being naive about going after the Aunts.
For weeks, I wandered the streets of Oblison, trying to come up with a solid plan to prove them wrong.
It wasn’t going well.
Resistance movements had sprung up in the past, and each one had to be quickly and brutally squashed. The tome told stories of defiance and retribution. The original offenders were punished with drowning, but anyone remotely linked to them—their family, their neighbors, the seamstress who once hemmed their pants—had their offspring cursed by the Aunts for multiple generations. Every fighter left such a massive spiderweb of curses and misery in their wake that they ended up looking like the villains. Never missing an opportunity to dehumanize us, the most notorious resistance fighters were even given villain names: Bianca the Brutal, The Wretched Sisters, and my favorite, Maman de Morte. 
History was always written by the winners, and the tome wasn’t even subtle in its bias. Why didn’t other people see?
But just because I wanted to fight back didn’t mean I knew how.
After wandering all day again, I ended up at the stormwater outfall in the main plaza. The one where they tossed girls like me.
The waterfall was loud, and the canal below was ominously dark and deep, with a faint stench of old seaweed. I pressed my face against the fence and peered down, my gaze following the water as it wound its way between the buildings toward the sea.
I feared Melusine’s wrath if she ever found me, but I was even more terrified of that stormwater canal. Swallowing the orange MDC pill, specially formulated to subdue damned girls. A gleeful group of magistrates with full bellies pushing me over the edge. The water consuming me whole.
It was a terrible grave. There was no dignity in getting tossed around like a spent salmon after spawn.
“Hey there.” An older man slid up beside me. I immediately tensed and grabbed one of the seeds in my pocket. I’d gotten into the habit of searching for weeds and through planter boxes, and my pockets were stuffed with dainty seeds—little bullets, or bombs, or ropes, or lock picks—ready to transform if I needed them. An arsenal of weapons.
My weeks of wandering had shown me a side of Oblison I hadn’t noticed my first night. 
It was a subtle corruption, but everywhere. Boys frolicking after a ball in the streets, girls sitting quietly at the sidelines watching them. Men in suits in every position of power, women at home looking after the children. Men walking straight paths and women stepping back for them.
I clutched the seeds harder and turned away without acknowledging him.
“Aww come on, give me a smile.”
I walked faster, ignoring his ongoing commentary—I’d been called a shrew a lot lately. I hadn’t understood why the damned were always girls, but it made sense in this world that didn’t value girls. That the Aunts would uphold such a structure infuriated me. Aunts were the most powerful women, and they kept themselves at the top by squashing the rest of us.
I kept my head down and shoulders hunched as I walked, no longer paying attention to where I went. My boiling rage at the Aunts had transformed into a low simmer, but every time something like that happened, it boiled over again.
My neck began to itch with force, so I turned a corner, took a deep breath, and closed my eyes, trying to calm down. This level of frustration and rage was so new to me that it physically hurt. I needed a plan, something to act on so I didn’t drown under the weight of it.
Someone tapped my shoulder and a soft, feminine voice said, “Excuse me, please.”
I opened my eyes to see the roundest woman I’d ever seen standing in front of me. Round cheeks, round eyes, round belly. I’d never seen someone so pregnant up close. “Can I get through?” She gestured to the door right behind me.
“Oh my goodness, I’m sorry.” I stepped away and held my arm out to help her ascend the front steps.
She took the assistance with a smile. “You’d think they’d install a ramp for us. Although then I’d be in danger of rolling down and away, never to be seen again.” She laughed at her joke, then disappeared into the brick building. The sign beside the door read: Oblison Midwives Collective.
A sharp smile curved across my lips. To even think about fighting the Aunts, I needed to be able to find them.
And if girls were cursed at birth, perhaps I needed to attend some births.
After collecting my thoughts and making sure no stray dandelions would give me away, I pulled open the door, walked through the packed waiting room, and strode to the reception desk with as much confidence as I could muster.
The receptionist looked so tired, with mussed hair and dark circles rimming her eyes. “Good afternoon, Miyuki,” I said, reading her name tag. “My name is Drr—uh—Driana, Driana Overland, and I’m interested in pursuing midwifery. Is there someone here I can speak to about an apprenticeship or job shadow?”
Miyuki arched one eyebrow at me as I stumbled over my own name, but she didn’t seem to have the energy to address it. A telephone sat on the desk beside her and she lifted the receiver to her ear and punched a few buttons. “Hey. There’s a girl here named… Driana”—her gaze flicked to me, her eyebrow went back up—“says she wants to become a midwife. I’ll send her back?” The tinny mumbles of the voice on the other end fascinated me, and I vowed to ask Story for a lesson on how to use a telephone. Miyuki hung up, looked at me funny one more time, then showed me which door to go through.
I expected some resistance, but the midwives treated me like a celebrity. They gave me a tour and allowed me to sit in on a routine prenatal exam. Most importantly, they answered my many questions, including the only one I truly wanted an answer to: “Have you ever seen an Aunt curse a newborn?”
I held my breath as I learned that my hunch was right: many of the midwives had been in the room when curses were cast. They spoke in hushed whispers, darting furtive glances over their shoulders as if they expected an Aunt to materialize and punish them. Their fear was tangible, details were sparse, and they followed a strict professional creed that came down to: don’t interfere, don’t talk about it, don’t have an opinion. Deliver babies safely and move along.
They were secretive because their lives depended on staying neutral. Aunts didn’t take kindly to any perceived interference, so much so that midwifery came with danger pay.
No wonder they were so eager for fresh faces to join their profession.
I was so close to getting a real lead, but not close enough. One of the midwives—a sweet-faced woman with apples for cheeks—saw my frustration mounting but misunderstood the reason for it. “You should talk to Audrey Rose, my dear,” she said kindly, putting her hand over mine and giving it a reassuring squeeze. “She’s never been harmed and she’s attended more damned births than the rest of us combined. She’ll reassure you that there’s nothing to fear, so long as you’re careful about following the rules.”
I nodded and swallowed down a whoop of delight. “Yes,” I said solemnly. “I’d love to talk to Audrey Rose about my safety concerns.”
Inconveniently, Audrey Rose was almost exclusively on call and rarely came into the clinic. I needed to go to her.
*
As I walked through the unfamiliar neighborhood with Story and Bash the next day, I glanced sideways at Story. She had a rotation of looks she used most often and she shifted between them like outfits in a closet. There was her magistrate-murder look, complete with monster eyes. She reserved the burly, bearded man for when she walked the streets of Oblison alone. That day she was wearing her favored look—the curvy one with brown skin, long black hair, and dark eyes—which I strongly suspected was her true self.
We’d found a comfortable equilibrium over the last weeks, where we did our own things during the day but came together in the evenings to share tea on her little balcony. The first week we’d sipped in complete silence. The second had been full of awkward small talk. But then somewhere in the third week she’d thawed enough to make jokes—usually at my expense—and I knew our relationship was headed in the right direction.
I was grateful she was there, even if it was because she “literally had nothing better to do.”
“What?” she barked when she caught me staring.
I shook my head and looked away, smiling to myself. Maybe one day soon she’d even like me.
We stopped to let a couple pass in front of us, and I stared at a flickering bright green neon sign across the street—Frankie’s Photography—until they passed. Ever since I’d found out the true nature of my curse, even looking at other people felt risky. I’d read about love at first sight and wasn’t keen to end the world by making eye contact with the wrong boy.
Bash looked up from the map. “Audrey Rose’s place is just around the next corner.”
As we began walking again, I shifted to make sure Story stayed firmly between us, and she snorted. She found my Bash-evasion tactics hilarious. “If you ask me, you’re being a little too paranoid,” she said. “Falling in love with Bash isn’t inevitable, you know. I’ve known him for two years and it hasn’t happened to me even once.”
Bash laughed lightly. Mortified, my foot snagged a crack in the sidewalk and I stumbled, catching myself before hitting the ground. “Okay, I take your point,” I mumbled.
My face was still beet red with embarrassment when I knocked on Audrey Rose’s door a few moments later. 
A girl about my age flung open the door. Judging from her heavy coat and the bag slung over her shoulder, she was preparing to leave. She had dark brown skin, curly black hair, plump cheeks and large, round glasses. There was an acuity in her face that made me think of scholars and scientists; this girl would be at home working in the dim light of a lab or bent over a complicated book. But she was far from reedy; her arms were as thick as wood logs for the fire.
Around her wrist was the same plain, silver bracelet all of the midwives at the Collective wore to symbolize their sisterhood.
“Not interested in whatever you’re selling,” she said. Audrey Rose pushed past us, slammed the door behind her, and strode away with purpose.
After giving a panicked look to Story and Bash, I scurried after her. “Wait, please!” I called. “Audrey Rose! We need to talk to you!”
At the mention of her name, she slowed, allowing the three of us to fall in step with her, but her expression remained guarded. “Who did you say you were?”
My excitement made my words spill out in a flood. I told Audrey Rose that we’d gotten her name and address from the Collective because we were looking for information about her work as a midwife and the risks she faced from the Aunts.
“Oh! Here, a gift.” I shoved a small box into her hands and her eyes lit up. “The other midwives had no idea what you liked—one of them even said she didn’t think you liked anything at all, can you imagine?—so I had to guess. But who doesn’t love chocolate, right? So as a gesture of good faith, we brought you—”
Audrey Rose came to a sudden stop, her eyes no longer merry. From the look on her face, you’d think we’d betrayed her with poison instead of offering her a gift.
Confused, I glanced at Story. A trickle of bright red blood wept from her nostril. “You’re bleeding!”
“So are you,” she said as she wiped her nose with her sleeve.
Bash put his fingertips to his nose and they came away red too.
As we attended to our noses, all three of us swung our gazes to Audrey Rose. What were the chances all three of us would get sudden, inexplicable nosebleeds at the same time?
“You’re a damned,” Story stated.
Audrey Rose’s delight was gone, replaced by an expression of cold anger. “Best be on your way now.” She threw the box of chocolates on the ground and marched away.
“Please, Audrey Rose,” I said, racing after her again. “I just have some questions about the Aunts.”
She held up her hand, cutting me off. “Look, my curse is simple—when I’m happy, people bleed. From their nose, from their ears, from… other places, and in varying amounts. It’s not pretty. That said, I’m mostly able to keep my emotions in check. Mostly. You caught me off guard—a difficult thing to do. Trust me, I don’t lose control like that often.”
I had to marvel at her discipline if she considered a brief flash of happiness at a box of chocolates “losing control.” 
Audrey Rose kept her gaze forward as she walked, her frown deepening, her voice lowering. “If you go to the police, I’ll just disappear. I’ve done it a dozen times before.”
“We won’t,” I swore solemnly. Audrey Rose was an ally I needed, especially because she was damned. I could be honest with her in a way I couldn’t have been with a regular midwife. “I think formal introductions are in order…”
Story groaned and pinched the bridge of her nose in exasperation when I said our real identities, but I wanted Audrey Rose to trust us, and the truth popped out of my mouth before I could think about it.
With this news, she pushed her round glasses up the bridge of her nose and made solid eye contact with me, then Story, then Bash. “The World-Eater, the Thief of Hearts, and a random boy,” she mused. “Interesting. Turns out you were never the ones in the most danger here. I was.”
Suddenly much more cooperative now that she knew we wouldn’t turn her in, she continued. “I like my name shortened to Odd, by the way. That’s O-D-D. Odd. I’m only Audrey Rose at work.”
Odd stopped in front of an apartment door and planted her hands on her hips. “So let’s finish up your con then,” she said. “You’re interested in midwifery. You’re here as observers. Afterward, we’ll talk.”
As if on cue, a long, guttural moan rose from behind the door.
Odd tilted her head. “Sounds like active labor already!” 
“Wait. What?” I said, swallowing. “You’re going to work now?” I wasn’t prepared for an actual birth. I had thought we could have a nice sit-down, perhaps share some tea. I glanced at the closed door. “Are we going to, you know, see anything?”
The look Odd leveled at me—are you serious right now?—made me turn red. “You should want to see everything if you’re interested in the profession and are here as observers. Got it?” She tapped her foot with impatience. “Don’t make me look stupid in there. Oh, and you—” She pointed to Bash. “No boys allowed.”
Bash put his hands up. “No, no, of course not.”
Without another word, Odd went inside.
Story hung back. “I’m not going in there either.”
“Please,” I begged. My insides were knotting up. I was already in over my head. “Please, Story, come in with me.”
She shook her head, already backing away.
Fine. I inhaled deeply and followed Odd. As soon as I walked into the apartment, the strong scent of sweat and blood hit me. Two midwives—older women with efficient buns on the tops of their heads and straight spines—were performing a choreographed dance around the woman on the bed, fetching towels, prodding her ultra-round stomach with their hands, boiling water, disinfecting scissors and other metal tools that frightened me to my core.
Odd had already begun her work too. While the mid-wives bustled about with mechanical precision, Odd was at the woman’s ear, whispering and consoling. She pressed a cool cloth to the woman’s forehead, held her hand, and comforted her.
“Come here,” Odd called to me. “Don’t worry, Viola”—one of the midwives had begun objecting—“the Collective sent her to observe today.”
The laboring woman looked like she was about to object as well.
“Margaret, this is Drinn,” Odd said.
A pained grimace passed over Margaret’s face, and she hissed through her teeth, no longer caring who I was.
“How many births have you attended?” I asked Odd. I took over sponging duties, dabbing Margaret’s forehead with the damp, cool cloth.
“Dozens.”
I hesitated, looking sideways at Margaret. I didn’t want to scare the woman… “And what are the chances of a visit?” I asked in a low voice.
Odd understood my vague question, and my jaw unhinged with her answer.
“Pretty good. This neighborhood is statistically most likely to see a visit out of all of Oblison, according to census data. I’ve personally witnessed fourteen.” Her eyes got a faraway, dreamy look in them. She seemed awestruck rather than appalled—like a fan of Aunts instead of a girl cursed by one.
Odd noticed the look on my face. “It’s all data collection,” she explained. “The more I know, the better for me.” She leaned over and whispered in my ear. Margaret was in the middle of a long, low moan and appeared mostly oblivious to our conversation. “There can be very little warning—a few minutes after birth is pretty standard—so my suggestion is to find another room before the baby is delivered.”
This was all happening too fast. If Margaret did have a girl and Aunts came to cast a curse, could I stand back and watch it happen? Could I be like Odd and claim fact-finding?
Not interfering was the safer route for now, but was it the moral one?
Again, I thought of Darling. He would be looking at me with his crisp gray eyes, almost unblinking, shocked that I was even having this debate. “You stood up for a criminal a short while ago, Drinn,” he would say slowly. “And now you won’t stand up for an innocent baby?”
I had nothing left of Darling except the memory of him, and I would never tarnish that. I had to do something to help Margaret and her child.
But what?
I was getting more and more agitated the longer it took for me to come up with any kind of plan. If an Aunt did indeed show up, I had to be subtle and clever, not fight her directly.
With the birth fast approaching, I pulled Odd close and whispered, “If it’s a girl, bring her to the kitchen as soon as she’s born. I have an idea. We might be able to save her.”
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I dashed into the kitchen. A wild, desperate idea had rooted in my mind and I had no time left to think it through.
The small kitchen had a rickety table in the middle. A window above the sink was open wide, and a lace curtain with dainty daisies embroidered on it fluttered in the afternoon breeze.
Story was sitting at the table, her gloved hands playing absently with the bowl of apples in front of her. Her hood was drawn down over her face as far as possible, and she’d pulled her collar high. The only exposed skin was around her eyes and nose. She looked more like she was about to rob a bank than attend a birth.
“I decided I couldn’t let you have all the fun after all,” Story said by way of explanation.
“I have an idea,” I said in a rush. I threw open cupboards, the small under-counter refrigerator, and the pantry, grabbing any food I could work with. I tossed everything onto the table beside the sad bowl of apples. “If it’s a girl, we’re swapping her.” I threw a large, moldy onion on the table with a thunk, then started rearranging everything I’d found. 
Story leaned forward, trying to figure out what I was doing. “You shouldn’t pay attention to the gender announcement from the midwives. They get it wrong a lot.”
I glanced at her, a potato in one hand and a bunch of celery in the other.
“Gender isn’t something you can necessarily see in a newborn.” She was staring at me hard, studying my reaction. “My parents thought I was a boy. They even gave me a boy’s name when I was born.” Her lips pressed together in a hard line. “They didn’t believe it when the Aunt came. Thought it was an elaborate prank.”
I didn’t understand the challenge in her voice or why she was assessing me so suspiciously. “Okay, we’ll grab the baby no matter what. I didn’t realize it could work that way.” It made sense to me though. I was a girl because I was a girl, not because someone else declared me one.
Story looked satisfied with my response, and I went back to my task with more urgency. I tossed any food that couldn’t regrow from scraps, including the bowl of apples, and kept the rest: the moldy onion, three leeks, a wilted bunch of celery, one big yam, and a handful of potatoes.
I put my hands on the assortment of vegetables and urged them to grow into specific shapes: one round and the size of a large fist, another oblong like a squash for a torso, and three elongated limb-like sticks. Then I urged the onion to sprout aggressively, holding all the pieces together like a strong piece of twine.
“You can make any plant do anything you want?” Story’s eyes had gotten a little rounder as she’d watched me work. Aside from my hair-thin, lock-pick vine and wild dandelions, she’d never seen me use my powers. “Your curse makes you like Mother Nature and the Grim Reaper at the same time.”
I flushed at the admiration in her voice. “I told you there were good bits to our magic.”
When I was done, we leaned in to examine my work.
I’d created a loose approximation of a human baby, in that it had a torso made from the yam, a potato head, wispy hair made from celery leaves, and three limbs made from the leeks. The sprouted onion held it all together even when I lifted it, so that was something.
“My neighbor told me babies look like wee trolls when they’re born, so maybe…?” Story tilted her head and squinted as I clumsily swaddled the vegetable baby.
“From a distance, it might work,” I said. I’d never seen Melusine sully her fingers, so I assumed Aunts cast all their magic, including their curses, from afar. The entire plan was a threadbare weave of guesswork and hope, but Story—Story, of all people—was going along with it, so it couldn’t be all bad.
She walked to the open window and hissed, “Bash! Bash, get over here!”
His head popped up in the window a second later.
“If we hand you a baby, run and hide until the Aunts leave. Got it?”
“This sounds like a stupid, reckless idea,” he said slowly, eyeing the vegetable baby in my arms. 
“Oh, it is,” I confirmed, jerking my thumb toward the main room. “Odd will, hopefully, hand us the baby, and we’ll switch it for the…” I gestured vaguely. “Fake baby.”
“Pfft, we can do better,” Story said. “YAM-eela. Yammy for short.”
I grinned.
“Huh, I have a second cousin named Yameela—” Bash’s anecdote cut off abruptly as a piercing scream came from Margaret; a hearty baby’s wail followed close behind.
“It’s a girl,” one of the midwives said, with a trace of somberness.
Poor Margaret had already lost all control, but that made her wail even louder.
We waited. Would Odd pull through for us?
We listened to the midwives’ footsteps, Margaret’s sobbing and the baby fussing. We hardly had a moment to realize it was happening before Odd flung the door open wide. “… left the towels in here…” She was saying over her shoulder as she wiped the baby’s face, mouth and eyes.
She met my gaze and whispered, “If an Aunt is coming, they’ll be here any moment. What are you—”
Her whisper cut off when she saw what I was holding.
“This!?” she whisper-shrieked at me, affronted. “This is what you’re going with?”
“It’ll work,” Story said, a hundred times more confident than me. “Go, they’re calling you back.”
With a fumbled exchange, I took the real baby and handed Yameela to Odd. 
“Leave the sucky in her mouth, and she needs skin-on-skin as soon as possible,” Odd instructed.
From the window, Bash aggressively nodded his understanding.
“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Odd said. “But hey, all in the name of science, right?” She pulled another sucky from one of her cavernous pockets and shoved it into a divot in Yameela’s potato face.
Odd turned around and left, still muttering to herself about this experiment. I was getting the distinct impression none of this was about potentially saving the baby; she was simply curious to see what would happen.
I made the mistake of looking down at the newborn in my arms. Her eyes were squinty and cute, the sucky in her mouth pulsing gently. But Story’s neighbor had been quite right: newborn babies looked like trolls. Her skin was a mottled gray, pink, and brown, and covered in patches of white residue and blood. Her head was an unusual shape: more conical than round—alarmingly so, in my inexpert opinion—and her facial features were pinched and wrinkled like an old woman’s.
Or a potato.
Huh. Yameela stood a chance after all.
“Stay close,” I said to Bash as I passed the real baby through the window. “We’ll know in a few minutes if an Aunt is showing up or not.”
Bash nodded. “Be careful. Be safe.” His face melted a bit when he looked down at the asymmetrical lump. “Aren’t you precious?” he cooed, and then he was gone. 
Story and I didn’t move for a long minute. “Now what?” I asked. I was buzzing, and I couldn’t decide if this was exciting or ridiculous. Did we really just kidnap a newborn?
“Now, we find a better view.” Without warning, Story stepped forward and hooked her arm through mine. It was so shocking for Story to make physical contact of her own free will that it stunned me into immobility. She was hot like an oven, soft where I’d expected her to be firm. A flush rose from my chest to my face so fast I felt like I’d burst into flames. “Don’t fidget or I’ll change my mind and won’t try this,” Story snapped.
“Try what—” Despite my flush, I suddenly had a bad feeling.
“You showed me more of your powers, so I’ll show you more of mine.” Story stepped forward and pushed the door open to the main room.
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I froze. Odd had told us to hide and standing there side-by-side when an Aunt could arrive at any moment was decidedly not hiding. But try as I might, I couldn’t retreat. Story was strong as hell.
Odd had placed Yameela in the small cradle by the bed and was standing guard in front. Margaret seemed pretty out of it, listlessly weeping and cooing in the direction of the cradle.
One of the midwives—Viola—frowned at us as we shuffled into the room. “Are you sure the other children should be here, Audrey Rose?”
What other children?
“It’s fine,” Odd said quickly. “I’ll look after them.” Odd came over to me and Story and patted us on the head in turn. “Incredible disguises,” she said, her voice low.
Disguises?
Story snorted, and only then did I notice she was sweating. What was she doing?
“You’re lucky these two don’t read the client files I draft for them,” Odd said, nudging her chin at the two midwives. “Otherwise they’d know Margaret doesn’t have any other children.” 
Odd turned back to the midwives and made a gesture like, See? Everything’s under control, before moving back to Yameela’s side.
“You made us both look like kids?” I whispered to Story. “How?”
Story’s forehead was entirely dotted with sweat now. “Practice,” she grunted.
“Wow,” I breathed. I’d thought it was impressive enough in the plaza when she’d convinced me she was a younger girl, but now Story was fooling everyone into seeing two distinctly different faces and bodies.
It was on the tip of my tongue to say something—that this was risky enough without us in the room—but before I could, it was too late to back out.
I sensed a change in the room: a charge of negative energy. The hair on my neck stood on end, freezing the tiny dandelion buds that had sprouted under my scarf. Story’s arm tensed under mine as if she’d noticed, too.
“Here we go,” Odd said. She cupped her trembling hands together to still them.
A dot of bright light shone on the floor first, then rose like a silver slice in the air before growing and opening into a door.
An Aunt stepped through.
No. Three Aunts stepped through.
I heard Story inhale a sharp, quickly stifled gasp. The Triad, she mouthed at me.
The Triad. 
I’d only read about them briefly, but I recalled that where most Aunts were solitary, the Triad—Basilica, Gertrude, and Morn—cast curses as a miniature collective.
My first time seeing another Aunt aside from Melusine and I got three of them.
Of course.
Basilica was the tallest, her skin a rich dark brown like a cattail. Morn was the smallest, as pale as bleached driftwood. And right in the middle in both height and skin tone was Gertrude, her skin light brown like a pinecone. All three wore long dresses, had their long hair pinned with clips and barrettes, and appeared middle-aged. They looked like regular women, dressing fancy as if going to a party.
The other midwives nodded to Odd and then unceremoniously left via the front door. Openly crying now, Margaret shifted in bed, trying to get at the cradle. But her defiance was weak. Resigned. Everyone in the room knew what was about to happen, including Margaret herself. Odd parried her every attempt to get at the cradle, with a sympathetic but firm hand.
For my part, I had frozen with panic, trying to stay as still as possible. My heart pounded, and I cursed that I hadn’t tried harder to pull out of Story’s shockingly good grip before it was too late.
Story began trembling in addition to her profuse sweating.
One of the Aunts—the middle one, Gertrude—turned towards us and my blood turned to ice. 
“Hello, children,” the Aunt said. Her voice was mellifluous and calm. I should have been relieved—whatever Story was doing was working! But Gertrude had a shrewd look about her that told me she had a plan for us. Without taking her eyes off of us, she nudged her taller sister, Basilica.
All three Aunts turned to look at us then, but instead of the confrontation I expected, Gertrude pointed a long, delicate finger at Story and asked, “What’s your favorite food?”
What?
I nudged Story when she took too long to answer.
“Food,” Story grunted. She was sweating so much that the fabric of her shirt was soaked through. I became afraid she would pass out, taking our disguise with her.
Aunt Gertrude nodded—as if “food” was a perfectly normal favorite food—her finger moving to me. “And what’s your favorite animal?”
I panicked. Did I have a favorite animal? Would Story’s magic disguise my voice too? “Mice,” I said, after a long hesitation, grateful when my voice squeaked.
I risked a confused glance at Story from the corner of my eye. She shook her head slightly, her eyebrows scrunched with her frown.
She understood the same thing I did: this felt like a trap.
Aunt Gertrude waved her hand in a scooping motion in front of us, as if gathering our answers in the palm of her hand. Then she turned to the other Aunts. “This child will bring two plagues: five years of famine, so there is no food, and”—she looked at me—“five years of infestation, so there is an abundance of mice.”
“So many mice,” little Morn parroted. “Untamable mice! Uncatchable mice!”
“Ooooh,” Basilica murmured. “Well done for including the children, Gertrude. Well done.” She began clapping as Gertrude beamed, proud of herself.
The two other Aunts were at the foot of the bed, Basilica watching Margaret and Morn watching us. Morn met my gaze and winked as if we were in this together, which sent an unholy rage through me that I had trouble holding in.
Aunt Gertrude turned towards the cradle.
Only Odd stood in her way. “Baby’s sleeping, just how you like it,” Odd said.
Gertrude didn’t have much room to maneuver, but she edged right up to Odd. “Did you use rum again?” She scrunched her nose in disgust after the briefest of glances into the cradle and then hovered her hand above Yameela’s little body. “I’m impressed, Audrey Rose.”
I was also impressed… with Odd’s bravery. She was chest-to-chest with a powerful Aunt, rocking a fake baby in a cradle. Aunt Gertrude’s lips began moving silently, and she closed her eyes to concentrate. I couldn’t hear the words, but the incantation was longer than I expected. Curses must have fine print.
One minute later, “It is done,” Gertrude intoned. Without another glance into the cradle at the yam-child she’d just condemned, she pulled her hand back. A new door appeared without fanfare, ready to spirit them away. The three Aunts walked toward the door made of bluish light together.
“Wait,” Odd said. She stepped forward with a confidence that would have been impressive if it wasn’t so terrifying. Story was beginning to sway. Delaying the Aunts’ retreat was a terrible idea. “My question?”
Gertrude turned with a sigh, motioning for Basilica and Morn to go ahead without her. They nodded and stepped through the door, disappearing so quickly it was disorienting. “Ah, yes. How could I forget? Go ahead, Audrey Rose. What is your question?”
Odd had an arrangement with these Aunts?
She pushed her round glasses up and cleared her throat. “Where does this door lead?”
“Try again,” Gertrude snapped.
Without hesitating, as if she’d known that it was a stretch to ask, Odd presented her second question. “How do you summon your doors?”
“Try again,” Gertrude said, impatience now in her voice, “and remember our rules.”
Odd nodded and bit her lip. “Wherever this door leads,” she said slowly, “is it still in this world? In our world?”
“Preoccupied with the doors this time, eh? All right, I’ll give you this: every door leads to somewhere different, except for a few, that lead to somewhere specific.”
Odd nodded, accepting the answer. The transaction was complete. 
“Until next time, Audrey Rose.” As a cold smile spread across Aunt Gertrude’s face, three things happened in quick succession.
First, Story went slack. She collapsed to her knees, then pitched forward, landing with a heavy thunk directly on her face. She stayed there, immobile.
Second, our disguises disappeared and everyone reacted.
Margaret screamed. Gertrude’s eyes went wide and her mouth popped open. Odd shouted, “Who are you?!” in exaggerated outrage.
Third, I went into a squat and put my hands on the ground, getting ready to use Yameela in self-defense. I could urge the eyes of the potato to grow into whips, the celery to regrow as long and thick as my arm, the yam…
But I’d tried this before—fighting an Aunt directly—with disastrous consequences.
So instead, I kept it simple. I jumped forward and allowed my momentum to slam into that last Aunt. I shoved Gertrude through the door and forced it shut.
The light of the door zipped up nice and neat behind her as she tumbled through, leaving nothing in that room but three cursed girls, a new mother, and a yam baby.
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“They can summon a new door,” I said, jumping to action. “We have to get out of here.”
“Wait, you know about the doors?” Odd said, whirling on her heels to face me. “I wasted my question then,” she muttered, frowning to herself.
I threw my hands in the air, annoyed about so many things that had just happened, including Story trying a dangerous experiment to the point of passing out and the fact that Odd seemed to have three Aunts as best friends.
“We have to get out of here,” I repeated, stressing every word.
Odd nodded. “Fine. But you have to tell me about their magic doors later. I’ve been trying to get information about how they work for months.” She filled Margaret in on what we’d done as she gently helped her out of the bed.
“How can I ever thank you?” Margaret whispered, tears filling her eyes and then spilling over as she hobbled slowly to the door on Odd’s arm. “Is my baby really okay?”
For now, I thought. “Our friend is outside with her.”
Odd nodded. “I’ll find them and we’ll head to the hostel three streets over. Find us there as soon as possible.” And then they were gone. 
Story was still unconscious. I shook her shoulders trying to revive her, looking over my shoulder for the door that was sure to materialize at any moment.
She stirred slowly, moaning. Her dark eyes opened and locked on me.
“We have to go! Can you walk? The others are heading for a hostel close by.”
Story shook her head, but she stood on shaky legs and made for the door. She moved erratically—just like Closter, my caregiver during the swamp year, always did when he’d dipped too deep into his moonshine—but at least she was moving. I grabbed Yameela before following her.
“In case the Aunts come back,” Story said, her words a little slurred, “we should lead them away.” She made for a motorcycle parked on the sidewalk. Pushing her hair out of her eyes, she straddled it, fiddling with something at the ignition. She reached into her boot and pulled out a screwdriver; she reached into a pocket of her coat and fished out a short wire. Her brow was knotted in concentration, but her face had a serenity about it that I was stunned by, considering what had just happened. Bikes, Story understood. Wires and metal and oil.
The motor roared to life, and, like it was nothing—when it was everything and she was amazing—Story tucked the screwdriver back in her boot. She pulled her hair into a loose ponytail, looking at me as she tied it off with another piece of stray wire. “Coming?” 
I shook myself, trying to focus. With difficulty, I straddled the bike and landed on the tiny seat behind her, cradling Yameela in my lap. I then promptly realized I had no idea what to do with my hands or feet.
“There’s a grab rail behind you,” Story said. “Hold onto that for support. Feet on the footrests, there. Lean as I do, and watch my shoulders for cues, but if you don’t understand what to do, better to sit straight than lean too far. I’ll figure out how to compensate for your weight. And don’t you dare touch me or I’m likely to run us into a ditch.”
With the rev of the engine, the last remnants of Story’s daze disintegrated.
I shoved Yameela down my shirt for safety and clutched the grab bar tight. A shot of fear erupted from my stomach when we began moving, and within moments, full panic had overtaken me.
“Stop! No! Stop!” I was going to fall and be crushed by the wheels like a speed bump. I was going to fly off the back and splat onto a tram’s windshield like a bug. I was definitely going to touch Story and send us both into a ditch. With every lurch and tilt, I had to actively force myself not to grab Story’s waist and press my head into her back to hide.
Story didn’t stop, and I was too terrified to scream again. My throat had closed to allow for my eyes to be as wide open as possible, stunned, whites showing.
The wind whipped Story’s ponytail into my face, and once in a while, I caught a glimpse of the skin on Story’s neck as her hair swept side to side in a wild dance. If I touched her there by accident, that tender-looking but deadly skin, I’d turn into dust on the wind. Death was literally my driver.
Traffic was terrifying when I was a pedestrian, but being inside traffic was far, far worse. Other motorcycles roared past us and towards us. Tram brakes screeched and crackles of electricity powered their incessant hum.
And Story was far too comfortable weaving through it all.
No. I’m not going to pass out. Breathe, breathe. Inhale, exhale.
Story kept accelerating, to the point where we were passing every other vehicle on the street around us. She’d started out fast, but she kept getting faster. Yameela began to slip out of the bottom of my shirt and I had no way of righting her without letting go. Every time Story accelerated, Yameela shifted further down, until that last, fateful surge…
Yameela jostled herself free and fell, her celery hair blowing in the wind. I shouted and watched her until she hit the pavement and rolled, sending bits of potato and onion flying. Another motorcycle nicked her, sending her flying in the opposite direction. Within moments, Yameela was nothing more than the vegetables she’d begun as.
But strangely sad as that was, now that I’d turned to look behind us, I understood Story’s urgency. The roar of the bike between my thighs, the way the wind pushed my hair in straw-colored swirls across my face, even poor, smushed Yameela, all of that faded away.
The sky behind us was the wrong color. 
The air was still thick and gray, but piercing through the smog above us were bolts of reds and oranges, flashes of purple, streaks of blinding white. It looked like everything was getting sucked upwards, the clouds converging into a massive, swirling maelstrom high above the city. The wind I felt wasn’t only from our speed; people on the sidewalks were clutching their hats and coats tight or seeking shelter in doorways.
There was nothing natural about that storm; it was Aunt magic.
Aunt rage.
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We pulled up to the hostel hours later, drenched and windblown from the storm. Story had refused to return to the neighborhood until she was positive we weren’t being followed. I’d seen every corner of Oblison on that terrible, wonderful bike. “Bash?!” Story flipped the kickstand, hopped off, and ran inside.
I took a little longer to get there, my legs wobbling like jelly, my insides vibrating. Strange purple lightning still streaked through the sky, followed by rumbles of thunder, but the hostel and all surrounding buildings remained standing. A good sign.
Story changed into her burly man disguise, and we knocked on doors until we found them, six annoyed strangers later. Odd was momentarily startled at the soaking wet man looming over her, but she recovered quickly, standing back to let us in. After throwing towels at us both so we could dry ourselves off, she began grilling Story for information—what had happened after she’d left, what was going on in the streets, exactly where we’d gone—while I leaned against the wall and melted to the floor, praising the solid ground. 
Margaret was in the single bed, sleeping so soundly despite the storm that she was rattling the walls with her snoring.
Bash was at the window looking out, holding the baby. A wild fluttering erupted in my stomach as he turned around. He’d swaddled the baby to his bare chest, taking the instruction of skin-to-skin seriously.
He smiled wide when he saw me appreciating his handiwork. “You like it?” he said quietly, gesturing to his wrap. “I had to steal the curtain from the window, but it was clean enough.” He patted the tiny lump against his chest gently.
I flushed and looked away, toweling off my hair. Odd and Story were discussing Story’s disguise, so I jumped on the opportunity to join in. “Why didn’t you cast a glamor over Yameela?” I interrupted. It hadn’t mattered in the end because the Aunt had, thankfully, cast her curse from afar, but it would have saved me an anxiety attack in the moment.
“It doesn’t work that way,” Story said. Back in her regular body, she was wringing her long hair out and making a large puddle in the middle of the floor. “I can only change the appearances of people, and even then, only when I’m close to them and only for a few minutes. I’ve only ever experimented on Bash.”
Odd began pacing the small room. “All curses have three parts: commencement, feature, and glut. Commencement is whenever the curse activates: at birth, on every full moon, every time the girl feels some specific emotion, etcetera, etcetera. Yours, Drinn, is when you fall in love, one of the more difficult conditions to meet, and the only one that isn’t a certainty.”
She gave me a pointed look, as if I should be relieved there was such a good chance I’d never fall in love. I reluctantly shrugged in agreement. It was good news, from an avoiding-the-end-of-the-world standpoint.
“The feature is the meat of the curse itself,” Odd continued. “How the curse manifests. For instance, the end of the world. Or a swarm of locusts, nightmares, typhoons, war, whatever the Aunts dream up to punish us. This is the part the Aunts craft with intention. The part they have fun with.
“Aunts only cast the first two parts,” Odd continued. “The third—what I call the ‘glut’—no one knows much about. It only appears in the tome a handful of times and even then, it’s only mentioned in passing and never named. But from what I’ve pieced together through my research, it’s latent magic, present from the moment an Aunt curses you but not necessarily obvious. My hypothesis is that it’s the magic sorting itself out; how the curse adapts to the individual. It’s unique, unpredictable, and often strange.”
I perked up with every word. “The good bit!” I said, glancing at Story and trying not to look too smug. I’d told her I thought her shape-shifting and my plant magic were positive side effects, and she’d argued with me that there were no good parts to our curses.
“I’d say it’s more of an extra bit, which is why I call them the glut,” Odd said. “They’re not necessarily good or bad. But sometimes they’re just as powerful as the curse itself.” Odd flinched and pressed her fingers to her temples. “I need my notebook! There’s so much new information to sift through. Story’s glut of shape-shifting must sense her fear—it protects her like a shield. Your glut of controlling plant life senses your nurturing—it amplifies your tenderness.”
I leaned forward, giving Story space to flush and sputter in outrage at Odd’s assessment that she was fearful. “Why doesn’t anyone else know about them?”
Odd stopped pacing and frowned at me, pushing her round glasses up her nose. “It’s right there in the tome for those who care to study it, but not many people read the book they pretend to live by,” she stated.
Still standing at the window, Bash nodded. “And even if they do, they only see what they want to see.” His expression clouded over, matching the storm lashing at the window behind him. “People believe every damned gets what they deserve. That they’re monsters, through and through. Most damned even believe this, don’t they, Story?”
Story didn’t answer. This was an old wound between them. I could tell from the way Bash’s eyes glistened as he watched her, the way Story’s jaw tensed and she looked away.
“You helped save this baby today,” Bash said, directly to her. “A monster wouldn’t do that.” Then he turned to me and Odd, exhaling away that old argument, as he resumed gently swaying with the newborn on his chest. “Margaret and the baby may be safe now, but will they stay safe?”
“I think so,” I said. If the Aunts had a magical way of tracking errant girls, Melusine would have found me already. 
“Yes,” Odd agreed. “Margaret can take her baby and hide. I don’t think the Triad will care enough about them personally to hunt them down. What they will care about are the girls who worked together to fool them today.”
Perhaps Odd meant it as a warning, but I heard something else entirely: a crack in the Aunts’ absolute power. “Good. Let them feel like fools. Let them sit with the knowledge that we won today.”
We. The word felt massive. Solid but weightless, tangible but limitless. Ineffable.
Together, we’d done something monumental.
Silence fell between us. The baby was fast asleep; even Margaret’s snoring had quieted. For a long moment, no one said anything else. We stared at each other, all coming to the same conclusion at the same time.
Grinning, his eyes dancing, it was Bash who finally broke the silence. “We started something, didn’t we?”
My face cracked into a grin to match his. “Absolutely.”
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The sky stayed angry.
For a week, the color of the sky was off—purple like a half-rotten plum—and every once in a while, a streak of lightning would flash high above, followed by a loud, rumbling roll of thunder.
Whatever was happening, it wasn’t normal weather, and the people of Oblison knew it. They skittered a little faster while keeping watchful, nervous eyes pointed upwards. When night fell, the lightning became even more spectacular, bolts of blood-red or bruise-purple shooting in all directions, casting eerie shadows on the brick and concrete.
Aunts had acted out like this in the past, but never to this extent. Never for this long.
We watched the news on Story’s old black-and-white television every evening. The newspapers kept the story on the front page, endlessly speculating about what was going on. The Aunts were angry; that much was certain.
But why?
Why was the question on everyone’s lips.
So we decided to tell them.
*
I raced down the stairs of Story’s apartment, my uncombed hair flying behind me like a pale, gnarled tumbleweed. It was so early in the morning that I arrived at the newspaper stand on the corner before the boy who worked there. Shifting from foot to foot, I danced in place, waiting for him with bated breath.
It was the culmination of a strange week. The four of us had fallen together trying to save Margaret’s baby, and from that moment onward—unspoken but solid between us—we’d been a team.
Odd, Bash, and Story were the perfect combination of intelligence, compassion, and ferocity. Odd had spent years analyzing the tome and knew the contents inside and out. She knew how the Aunts cursed and had met many of them. She was hungry for information, and we had a lot to offer her, from details about our “gluts” to my first-hand history with Melusine. Even Bash fascinated her from a scientific perspective: the boy who aligned with misfits and murderers.
For his part, Bash was so enthusiastic about starting a potential war with the Aunts that I worried about his sanity. I wondered, and not for the first time, what was his stake in this. Why was he so keen to help damned girls?
When we first met, Story had laughed when I said I wanted to go after the Aunts. Said it was impossible to make any real change. But even she had to concede that Margaret’s not-cursed baby was proof we could do both. She was still as grumpy and aggressive as a wolverine, but for the first time since I’d met her, there was an unguardedness in her expression. Something unfettered dancing in her eyes. I named it hope but didn’t dare say that out loud to her.
“Morning!” I called as soon as I saw the newspaper boy round the corner with his cart of papers. I scurried over. “Would you like some help unloading today?”
He raised one eyebrow at me from under his floppy black hair but otherwise ignored me, and after what seemed like an eternity, money exchanged hands and I snapped the folded paper open.
Front page.
“Ahhh!!” I screamed, scrunching the paper to my chest with a smile. Story—ever the pessimist—had insisted they’d mark our letter a hoax and throw it out, but we’d gotten the entire front page!
Quickly, I scanned the article. It was blah blah this theory, and blah blah that opinion, but right in the middle was the letter we’d written, reproduced in full and unedited.
We introduced ourselves by heartily bragging about the Thief of Hearts’ escape, and then we claimed responsibility for tricking the Aunts and saving a baby from being cursed.
The letter was bold and well-written, and the main thesis? Damned girls were working together and making a stand.
We were counting on regular readers seeing our letter as nothing but a giant brag, and the other damned of Oblison—our true audience—to see the invitation.
Find us. Join us.

I snapped the newspaper closed, my insides alight. Our position and ambition had been broadcast throughout the city, and Bash had assured us that with his help, the underground whisper network would do the rest.
If we’d started a war, we figured we needed a bigger army. When I got back to the apartment, I found Story sitting cross-legged on her unmade bed in her pajamas, her hair disheveled, hunching over a box of beads in her lap. She threaded another yellow bead onto the thin elastic cord, her brows knitted in concentration. “I can’t believe that your saving me from the pillory meant I was signing up for infinite craft time,” she mumbled. She looped the final knot and tossed the completed bracelet into the ever-growing pile of bracelets, hair clips, and pins on the floor beside the bed, all of them with various combinations of yellow, gold, green, and white.
“Hmm. If I remember correctly, the idea of giving away jewelry was yours, not mine.” I sat opposite her slowly, careful not to move too quickly. She startled like a bird, especially the rare times when she had her gloves off, as she did then.
“Stop staring at me like that,” Story said, bristling. “Color suits you,” I said truthfully, gesturing to the grow-
ing mass of bracelets climbing up her arms and the clip in her hair. Pops of starlight against a midnight background.
“Shut up.” Story flushed. “It’s nervous energy, Drinn. You came into my life like a hurricane, upended everything, and the only reason I haven’t strangled you already is because Bash would never forgive me. If I don’t keep my hands busy, they will most definitely find your neck.”
Oh, how she was committed to being surly when all the while that dancing something was in her eyes.
We hadn’t been foolish enough to actually sign our letter to the newspaper, but in the top corner, so small and faint as to appear like a watermark, I’d drawn a simple dandelion.
An official emblem for our group.
To the people who wanted to see it—to the other weeds like us—we hoped it would become a powerful symbol.
I had an abundance of them, so it was a practical choice. They’d also been Darling’s favorite flower, even before I’d arrived on his farm. He’d used them to make everything from wine to jelly to bouquets. “Dandelions are useful, resilient, and beautiful,” he’d said to me one day. “They’re cheerful yellow, like the sun, and later, when they’ve grown up a bit, they fly away free and explore the world like little adventurers. Only people who don’t understand name them weeds.”
I showed Story our letter on the front page of the newspaper. Her hands stilled as she read; then they began shaking.
“No one’s gonna come,” she said. Her gaze found the pile of jewelry she’d already made, as if she couldn’t believe she might be able to give them out.
“They will,” I replied.
“Fighting back… others have tried it in the past and failed every time. Even Odd said so.”
“And yet Odd was the first one to put a yellow and green clip in her hair.” 
Story fell to her usual silence, and I sat with her inside it. Something was going on with her beyond this conversation. I could feel it humming from her body, trying to get to mine. When someone carries something heavy inside them, it has its own frequency. If you listen closely, you can hear it.
“I’m a safe person for you,” I said to her. “I promise.”
A couple of days ago, she would have laughed at a statement like this, arming herself against my concern with mockery or sarcasm. But that thing inside her was so heavy, and it badly needed to be let out.
“I was only seven days old when I killed for the first time,” Story finally said. Her voice was low and strained, her body tight with tension. “And it was my own father.”
The cracks in her voice and the deep pain in her brown eyes gave this story heartbreaking color.
“Story, it wasn’t—”
She laughed without mirth. “Right. I know. It wasn’t my fault. But that doesn’t make the pain of it go away. No matter how careful I am, accidents keep happening: a customer at the shop, someone at the grocer’s, a person on the street who brushes too close. Death follows me. Everyone around me is in danger, always. I almost killed Bash once.” She forced herself to hold my gaze, inhaling a shuddering breath before she continued. “Bash brought you to the shop with your wide eyes and kindness, and I knew you couldn’t stick around me and survive. I have this fear—” She tapped her chest, bracelets jingling softly. “I have this terrible suspicion—” 
There was more, and I gave her the time and space to say it.
“You’re too sweet to survive me.” Her hand came to rest over her heart.
I’d have given anything to cheat our curses for a moment, so I could hug her. What would it have been like to grow up without ever getting a hug? Or falling and scraping a knee, and then having to tend to it all alone? No tender fingertips brushing hair off your forehead. No one to comfort you after a nightmare. As bad as some of my caregivers had been, a few had been fine. Not affectionate and tender, certainly, but they’d been there to mend scrapes and fevers.
I had a sudden, reckless urge to touch Story then, regardless of the terrible consequences. She deserved it.
“I’ve never had a friend before,” I said. “You’re worth the risk.” My face instantly flushed, my cheeks on fire. I meant it though, so I allowed those words to hover over us and then settle. Perhaps they could push their way into Story’s heart and change the frequency.
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Because Story and Odd were both woefully antisocial, it was entirely up to Bash to start the whispers that we hoped would bring other girls to us. He used his connections boldly, trying to reach all corners of the city. It was risky work, but his honest charm helped him connect with the other damned of Oblison quickly.
I suspected his sunshine eyes didn’t hurt either.
A few days after our letter was printed in the paper, four girls arrived at the shop.
Little Tulips’s curse made any food around her rot and decay. She lived in the city dump, alone, surrounded by things already rotting. She’d learned to live off of mostly dry noodles, canned foods right out of the tin, and honey. Her diet explained why she was so small; she’d been starving since the day she was born.
Uma had a plague curse that began like Story’s, with a touch. If she touched anyone, even through clothing, they erupted in pus-filled boils, which those people could then transmit to others. She was also the most accident-prone person I’d ever met, tripping over her own shadow and bumping into every vertical thing. She tried so hard to avoid contact with people that she stomped around like a drunk bull.
Naara was the oldest one at close to thirty. She was tall and reed-thin with prematurely graying hair, and her curse had to do with energy. She caused both electrical failures and power surges; strange things happened with magnets and compasses when she was around. Her curse seemed to have no discernible pattern, and when I looked her up in the tome, I discovered her cursing Aunt—Krimmeas, eighth Aunt on record—was the only one to ever “retire from service.” It was strongly suggested she hadn’t had a choice in the matter and that the other Aunts kept her locked in a basement somewhere. Obviously, even Aunts had some standards for chaos.
Lastly, there was Oria, who wouldn’t disclose her real name or what her curse was but noted that there was nothing to worry about until the full moon. Her teeth were extra pointy, her fingernails very long. She looked hungry all the time, her eyes glinting in a way that reminded me of the starving lone wolf that had once stalked Atta’s sheep.
We’d cleared out the middle of the shop to make space, but with the four of us on one side of the room and the four new girls across from us, it felt like a standoff. The opposite of welcoming.
No one else seemed to notice. Bash rocked back and forth on his heels, full of kinetic energy, mighty proud of himself that he’d managed to convince them to come. Odd furiously scribbled in her notebook. I glanced over her shoulder and saw notes like: Naara—how has she survived so long? Oldest damned? And Oria—chosen name reference to Orion? Hunter? Werewolf-type curse?
Story didn’t seem impressed.
All four were politically active—albeit anonymously—and had organized letter-writing campaigns and protests together in the past. They were in the middle of telling us about their work when Story couldn’t hold in her disdain any longer. “Useless gestures,” she said, interrupting Tulip. “Your letters just end up as evidence on your police files and no one—not even you!—ever show up for the protests. You never make any difference.”
“Hey, that’s enough,” Bash snapped, speaking directly to Story. He began apologizing for her rudeness…
But it turned out they held the same level of animosity towards the Thief of Hearts. “Every time you murder a magistrate, you undermine us,” gray-haired Naara shot back, her eyes narrowing. “We want to convince the world we aren’t monsters, but that’s impossible with damned like you around.”
Even Odd noticed the change in the atmosphere then. She stopped writing and looked up. The room was charging up quite literally. As Naara got more upset, the hairs on my arms rose; the lightbulbs hanging from the ceiling began to flicker.
“Damned like me?” Story’s voice was dangerously low. “What kind of damned is that exactly?” Her eyes flashed in my direction as if this was my personal betrayal. 
“Whoa, hold on,” Bash said, stepping between them. “Let’s stay calm and focus on moving forward.”
Under her breath, Oria muttered, “Easy for you to say.”
Bash’s face fell, and he looked around the room as if realizing for the first time that he was different than everyone else there.
It was Odd who jumped to his defense first. “Hey, he has a stake in this. His sister was one of us.”
Past tense: was. The roughness of the statement startled me.
“Her curse was a brutal one, and she—”
“That’s okay, Odd,” I interrupted. My curiosity seemed cruel all of a sudden. Bash stood in the middle of our circle after bringing us all together, but everything about him had gone quiet for the first time: his smile, his energy, his movement.
His eyes met mine. “No, I’ll explain,” he said.
“You don’t owe them anything.” Story looked like she was about to explode in outrage on his behalf.
He nodded to Story, telling her in their silent language that it was okay. “Odd’s right. Layla was my sister and best friend, born three years after me. My mom always said, ‘Sebastian, you and Layla are two sides of one coin. Your whole life, your most important job is to look out for each other, be there for each other.’
“And it was fine for years. Nothing bad happened. Layla wasn’t a monster; she brightened every room she walked into. By the time Layla’s curse commenced, I’d already loved her for fourteen years.” 
His voice cracked, and inside that crack was a gulf of emotion—fourteen years’ worth. “I saw up close how the guilt destroyed her. In the end, I didn’t look after her hard enough. She died by suicide. The Aunts won.”
He looked up at us, the ghost of a smile on his lips, but there were shadows on his face I’d never seen before. “Layla deserved to be here. She should have rioted and demanded her place. But she’s not here, so I have to riot for her.”
I knew what it was like to love someone fiercely and lose them suddenly, and I’d only had him in my life for one year, not more than fourteen. “I’m sorry about Layla,” I whispered.
Bash nodded, his hair flopping all over the place. “You would have liked her, Drinn. She was as wholesome as they come.”
Bash looked at the new girls. At Oria, who’d questioned him. At Naara, who’d resented Story’s methods. “We all want the same thing,” he said. “In the end, we want the Aunts to stop winning.”
They looked mollified, even sympathetic. Naara had calmed enough that the lightbulbs had stopped flickering.
Story’s rage, on the other hand, burned even brighter because Bash had had to rip himself open like that in front of strangers. Moving erratically, her face flushed, she grabbed a handful of her bracelets from the box on the floor. I thought she was going to pitch them at Naara and the others, yell at them to leave. Instead, nostrils flaring, she slapped the bracelets into their outstretched hands. “The good news for you is that I’m done messing with the magistrates. I can see now that it was just as stupid as your letter-writing.”
She strode over to Bash and made a point of straightening the green and yellow pin in his lapel. “We’re all after bigger fish now, and you should be too.”
It was the closest thing to an apology Story would ever offer them, but I still wasn’t sure it would be enough. We needed to impress upon these girls that what we did here would be worth it.
Hesitant at first, and then with more confidence, I told them the story of Yameela. Because of our letter to the newspaper, the girls knew we’d interfered in a cursing and made the Aunts angry, but until that moment, they hadn’t known the details.
They hadn’t known how we’d won.
“You tricked them with potatoes?” Uma said, her eyes wide.
“I mean, that’s an oversimplification,” I said, protective of my handiwork. Yameela was art. “But yes, we tricked three Aunts with potatoes.”
“And then you kicked one?” Tulip said, her green eyes wide and barely blinking. “They’re real? Like, Aunts have real bodies to kick?” The looks on the faces of the other girls echoed her amazement.
“Right now, our goal is to protect innocent babies from the Aunts’ magic, not fight them directly if we can help it. With Odd’s insider knowledge, we hope to stop the Aunts before they curse newborns—like we did with Yameela. Of course, fighting may be unavoidable.” 
Uma looked nervous. She wrung her hands so hard I thought she’d rip the skin. “I don’t know,” she stammered. “Getting so involved in their business obviously makes them mad…”
Story chimed in, meeting Uma’s gaze directly. “Ideally, yes. If we’re doing it right, they’re going to be mad. But what do we have to lose? If your lives were happy, I don’t think you’d be here right now.” Story’s blunt manner could be intimidating, but it also effectively cut to the heart of the matter. “We hide and we cower from a world that hates us. We slink through the shadows and we’re scared to form attachments.” She paused. Her eyes were blazing with that same ferocity she normally reserved only for magistrates. “Don’t you want to do something to make them mad?” The heat in her voice was unmistakable. Uma flushed and held Story’s gaze, something resonating with her in Story’s words.
Story went back to silence, but not before meeting my eyes. Every time she spoke she commanded attention. I was so proud of her. There was a swelling in my chest that almost hurt. Who knew the most antisocial among us would be the most charismatic?
Thank you, I mouthed. She held my gaze for a long beat, intense and warm, before looking down at her boots.
I turned back to the group. “We’re offering you purpose here, not safety. Like Story said, if we’re doing this right, we’ll be making the Aunts very mad. That comes with risk.”
“No matter what you decide,” Bash said, “We’ll be here for you. It’s time we stopped being so fractured.” 
It was a dangerous offer, with volatile variables, but we couldn’t claim to have a sisterhood and then cast someone out for having an inconvenient curse. Whatever havoc these curses might bring—rotten food and sharp teeth included—we had to be all in.
They conferred among themselves while Odd, Story, Bash, and I shuffled our feet awkwardly, waiting. A wave of exhaustion swept over me; it felt like we’d all spilled our guts all over the shop floor.
Then they made their decision and pulled their bracelets on, admiring the green and yellow beads against their skin. The smallest one of the group stood up as tall as she could. “Okay,” Tulip said, tossing a shy smile at Bash. “We’re in.”
They all nodded. Tulip, Uma, Naara, and Oria.
Four new dandelion girls, ready to riot.
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From that moment on, a sign hung on the garage door to keep Story’s usual customers away: Closed for Fumigation.
The dandelion girls kept coming.
As the weeks passed, the shop became a hub of activity. Full of new faces and strange powers. Conflicts and resolutions. Tentative hope symbolized by yellow and green bracelets and dandelion hair clips. We became a collective of freaks and misfits, hoping to save newborns from becoming freaks and misfits.
It was also, in a word, full of chaos.
“Down!” someone shrieked, and we all hit the floor like squashed bugs on a windshield as a sonic boom and blast of wind rumbled over us—the tell-tale sign that two curses had clashed.
Poor Uma, poor accident-prone Uma, landed flat on her face with an obnoxious whap. She looked up sheepishly, swiping at the blood gushing from her nose and smearing crimson all over her face, then stood as if nothing had happened.
Bash grinned at Uma, then me, his cheek smushed to the concrete. “We’re getting pretty good at this ducking thing.”
Not only were our curses chaotic and dangerous, but with so many cursed girls together we’d learned something unexpected: strange things happened when our curses crossed paths. Odd and Oria had touched once, and immediately Odd had begun bleeding from her ears and Oria had passed out cold. When Amelia and Naara grabbed a cleaning bucket at the same time, the water erupted upwards and spun around like a cyclone before dropping on everyone’s head. When Story had touched a piece of bread covered in mold after being too close to Tulip, a slicing blade of wind blasted across the shop. It was almost as if the magic got confused and didn’t know which curse to listen to.
We were all trying to be careful, but with unpredictable curses came unpredictable encounters. So far, we’d dealt with localized fires, miniature earthquakes, and, most commonly, those sonic booms that blasted us with harsh wind if we didn’t flatten fast enough. We’d started referring to them as a “crash”. Thank goodness we were in a heavily industrial area, otherwise the noise would have alerted the authorities weeks ago.
We were in the middle of an orientation for the three newest arrivals. They tittered nervously on the floor until I gave the all-clear. “Does that happen often?” one of the new girls asked, picking herself up slowly.
“Yes,” I said, at the same time that Bash said, “Absolutely,” and Odd said, “Of course.”
“Just be prepared to duck,” Bash said. “The crashes are more annoying than dangerous.” One blast of wind had nearly decapitated him when he hadn’t ducked fast enough, but he obviously had different standards for what constituted danger. 
I cleared my throat and refocused on the orientation. “Learning to use your curse with intention is the last thing the Aunts will expect.” I scanned the girls’ faces, remembering how Story’s disguise had protected us against the keen stares of three different Aunts. “They are susceptible to their own curses,” I stressed. “Which means you can use the curse they gave you against them. If you figure out all the ways your curse works, you’ll have the power to turn it into a weapon or a shield.”
Odd began pacing in front of the girls as she explained what gluts were, her words quick as an auctioneer’s. “The more powerful the curse, the more powerful the glut,” she said. “Drinn and Story have tremendously powerful curses, and their gluts match that intensity.”
Ember—a tanned girl with bouncy, shoulder-length brown hair, round glasses perched on a cute button nose, and two perfectly symmetrical dimples when she smiled—raised her hand. “You’re saying there’s something good about my cockroaches…?”
I nodded. A few more cockroaches dropped out from the bottom of her pant legs to swarm around her ankles, and it took everything in me not to screech. “There’s likely some part of your curse you can claim as your own. For me, it’s plant life.” As I’d done before with other groups, I held my hand out, a shriveled nasturtium seed in my palm, and urged it to grow until it wrapped around my entire arm. Orange, yellow, and red flowers sprouted and bloomed, surrounded by round, deep-green leaves. 
“Drinn’s curse is about mass death,” Odd added, pushing her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “Yet something inside her reacted to it almost to the point of rejection. Her glut is a counter-balance. The creation and nurturing of life in the face of the death bound within her curse. Story can change her appearance, which keeps her safe. It’s difficult to catch someone who can camouflage herself so well.”
Story had just come inside from a ride and she waved when she heard her name. With perfect dramatic timing, she took off her helmet and changed from her burly man disguise into her regular body, drawing gasps from the small crowd.
“What’s your glut then?” Ember asked Odd.
I winced at the question. Odd understood gluts and she’d been the one to name them, but she refused to search for her own. “I want to find my glut, so if I did, I know I’d be ecstatic about it,” she’d said to me the other day. “Then I’d be surrounded by the only friends I’ve ever had, bleeding out around me. No, thank you. Not worth it.” She’d said this in her usual cold, detached way, but it clearly bothered her.
I looked back at Ember before Odd was forced to answer the painful question. “Look for how to use your curse for you. Find the quirk you can control and make it work to your benefit. Something beyond attracting cockroaches…” As I said this, a fist-sized cockroach skittered toward us in my peripheral vision. It joined its fellows at Ember’s feet, dwarfing the others. I didn’t realize they could get that large and felt mildly queasy when it started hissing like a snake. 
Still, this group wasn’t as bad as the one the week before, when I’d almost passed out from heat stroke, suffered through a waking nightmare where my skin fell off in large chunks, and had to break up a brawl when a series of “your mother” jokes got way out of hand, all within minutes of each other. Those three girls—Farshad, Callipso, and Amelia—were now practicing with their powers near the wall of tires at the back of the shop and had since become fast friends. Farshad’s curse had to do with drought and crippling heatwaves, Callipso caused hallucinations and nightmares, and Amelia’s presence made people gossip compulsively and spread vicious rumors.
They were trying so hard not to kill or maim each other it was sort of adorable. From safe words to tea breaks, they handled each other like fine china, while at the same time being absolute bosses with their powers. All three of them had discovered unique aspects of their curses that they could fight with and were becoming a veritable force.
“Have you tried commanding the cockroaches to do what you want them to?” I said, turning back to Ember. “Have you tried calling other insects or animals?”
Ember nodded her understanding and turned to the girl beside her, who hadn’t even flinched at the cockroaches. “Want to practice together?”
“Be careful of the crashes,” I warned. “Aim away from each other if you can, and always be prepared to duck.”
As they dispersed, Odd pulled me aside and opened her notebook. “I figured out where the next curse is likely to happen.” She’d made a rough sketch of northern Oblison, dotted with about half a dozen stars, each star representing the location of someone scheduled to give birth within the next two weeks. “This birth is by far the most likely to be cursed,” she said, tapping the largest star. “Aunt Boadicea has had a long dry spell, so she’s due for a cursing, and she’s tended to curse in this area of the city more than others. If this is a girl baby, I’m fairly positive she’ll show.”
I whistled. The information Odd carried around in that notebook—no, in that brain—of hers was almost scary. “If you’re right, then you prove our curses aren’t punishment for future crimes.”
Odd blinked. “Of course they’re not. It’s all social control. There’s nothing omniscient about the Aunts.”
“Story believes it.”
“Most do.”
I mulled this over as I watched the girls train. The room was alive with laughter and shouting, a raucous gathering that defied how the world told us good girls should behave. “Why do they only curse girls, do you think? Wouldn’t it give them even more power if the odds of getting cursed were the same for everyone?”
Odd chuckled dryly. “There are only about a hundred Aunts—they need help keeping themselves at the top. By only cursing girls, they divided us in half. They made it so men have a vested interest in perpetuating this system because being almost at the top has certain perks, and it’s certainly better than being at the bottom. As the philosopher Lyssa said, ‘Order is stacked upon the backs of gullible men.’” She looked at me sideways.

Then Odd snapped her notebook shut. “Go tell Story the plan. Bash and I can handle it from here.”
I nodded. “Thanks, Odd.”
My gaze snagged on Callipso and Oria huddled together in a far corner of the shop. At first, I was alarmed, thinking Oria, with her unfortunate cannibalistic urges, had lured Callipso away for a nibble. But then Callipso giggled, a deep flush creeping up her neck, and she leaned forward, putting her hand gently on Oria’s waist.
Something about the gesture confused me.
Oria leaned closer, bringing her nose to nose with Callipso, and the realization hit me that I shouldn’t be watching. Whatever was happening between them was private.
I turned so suddenly I smashed right into Farshad.
“I know,” Farshad said, rolling her eyes when she saw what I’d turned away from. “They’re getting insufferable. So sweet and cute together. Barf.” Her lips quirked up into a small smile as if she didn’t mean that last bit at all, and I got even more confused. Callipso and Oria were together?
“Why are you so red?” Ember asked me.
“Probably jealous,” Farshad said, laughing. “Drinn likes girls too, and having so many of us around when she’s not allowed to dive into the pool is making her crazy.”
My nervous dandelions exploded at my neck. The stems and leaves pushed out from under my scarf and tangled in my hair, growing so fast I became dizzy and had to put my head between my knees or risk buckling over.
Breathe, breathe…

Why was breathing so hard all of a sudden?!
Ember put her hand at the base of my spine and bent in half to find my face. “You okay?” Then, to Farshad she said, “Teasing about her love life is so insensitive!”
“Sorry, Drinn,” Farshad called. “I was just messing around.”
“I’m good!” I insisted, plucking the dandelions out. “I didn’t realize they were together. They took me by surprise, is all.”
When I was finally breathing normally again, I laughed it off and escaped them as soon as I could, keenly embarrassed by my reaction. They probably thought I was some kind of prude when I was just profoundly, ridiculously, embarrassingly ignorant.
As I continued toward Story, my mind kept spinning around the word “too.” Because Farshad could have meant one of two things: Drinn likes girls too (like Calypso and Oria—and maybe others here), or Drinn likes boys and girls too.
Both interpretations were revelations. It hadn’t even occurred to me that there were any possibilities for romantic love outside of one boy and one girl. That default was all I’d ever seen in my small sample size, so it had imprinted deep.
I felt brainwashed.
The heart was a diamond, multi-faceted and bright, able to shimmer in all directions, so much brighter than I’d been led to believe.
What a beautiful thing, full of possibilities.
And I could have none of them.
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Based on Odd’s information, we booked a room at the Bluebird & Bacon hostel, near the apartment where she believed the Aunts would curse a newborn next. Painted a bright yellow and blue, the hostel was the only blast of color on an otherwise grim street. The ironwork sign on the door—the silhouette of a bird riding a pig—had immediately become my new favorite thing.
After a solid week of waiting, it was Farshad, Callipso, and Amelia who were on watch when the pregnant person went into labor.
Bash, Story, and I raced to the Bluebird & Bacon. To avoid any suspicion falling on Story’s shop, we ditched Bash’s and Story’s motorcycles a few blocks away, running the last two blocks.
Every minute we didn’t get to Farshad and her team was a minute too late. They were more than capable, but this was the first time other girls were actively joining the fight I’d started. If anything went wrong, it would be my fault.
Finally, we turned the last corner. A cluster of people had gathered in front of the apartment building. A wail of sirens was fast approaching. 
As we passed the Bluebird & Bacon, I reached into the planters by the front door, pinched off a few bits of ivy, and grabbed the flower heads that had gone to seed, stuffing them in my pockets. Then we pushed our way to the front of the crowd. Farshad had called us as soon as the midwives had arrived, but it looked like the baby had already come, the midwives had left, and a fight with the Aunt was well underway.
A direct confrontation with the Aunt wasn’t part of the plan. They were supposed to hide the baby before the Aunt even showed up. Something had gone disastrously wrong.
The basement windows were alive with flashes of color as  if someone was setting off fireworks. There was an occasional sonic boom from a crash of curses meeting, which made the bursts of oranges and reds more menacing. Judging by the number of people in robes and pajamas, many residents in the building had already evacuated.
“A damned for sure,” a tall, disheveled man said. “Maybe more than one.”
“Should we be here?” another asked nervously.
“I heard Salal screaming,” another man said. Salal was the pregnant person.
“This way!” Bash called.
We followed him as he pushed his way through the crowd toward the back alley. I threw a seed at a basement window of the apartment and it burst into life, forming a mass of greenery, roots, and bright-red strawberries that arced through the air. The mother plant sent out a tangle of runners that smashed through the window, each one pushing bits of glass away for us as they grew and formed new strawberry plants.
Story pushed her way inside first, tumbling forward and letting out a howl as she fell. Then Bash dove through with me right behind. The greenery closed behind us, making a wall that would be difficult to get through without a machete. Thankfully, we’d fallen into a utilitarian laundry room and not someone’s bedroom.
We roamed the basement hallways, searching the cracks under doors for sparks of light. When we found the right room, we threw open the door.
I blinked, trying to make sense of the scene.
Lava.
Red and orange and bubbling, oozing from walls and roaming around the room like a river. It hissed and steamed. Large, wet bubbles as big as my head slowly formed on the surface and popped, splashing volcanic droplets that smoldered on the green shag carpet.
In the middle of it, Farshad stood behind a mighty dragon whose tail took up most of the room, lounging in the boiling lava as if it were a refreshing bath.
“What is this?!” Story shrieked.
In the far corner, past a demolished area that obviously had been a solid wall once, was a large bed with a woman standing on it as if it were a raft. She held a bundle in her arms, and tiny Amelia stood in a protective stance in front of her. 
We couldn’t see an Aunt from our vantage point in the front doorway, but I doubted Farshad would have melted everything into lava just for fun.
Well, maybe she would have. She’d only discovered this skill recently after all, and it must have been pretty liberating to be able to create lava instead of just wither crops and make people vomit from heat stroke.
“We have this under control!” Farshad roared from behind the dragon’s neck. The iridescent blue and purple scales were covered in a coating of slime, and when I made the mistake of making eye contact, it bared its teeth and snarled at me.
“Really doesn’t look like it,” Story called.
Bash’s eyes were as round as dinner plates, blazing with something like pride as he took in the chaos.
Aunt Boadicea came into view—terracotta skin, braided black hair, and a burgundy dress. Her words, spoken in a language I’d never heard, were thunderous, shaking the walls with their power. She paced the room, back and forth, her eyes zeroed in on the baby she wanted so desperately and all the barriers in her way.
The Aunt clawed her fingers toward Amelia and seemed to be trying to physically move her out of the way from afar. But Amelia held so firm it was as if she’d rooted herself in place. The Aunt thrust a palm toward Farshad, who answered by sending up a thin veil of lava that stopped the magic’s assault.
I wasn’t sure how long this fight had gone on, but from the look of Aunt Boadicea, quite a while. She pushed a stray lock of her black hair out of her face with the back of her hand. The hem of her fancy dress was singed all the way to her knees, and she limped as if she’d twisted an ankle or lost a heel of her boot.
Where was Callipso? Surely she wasn’t…
The dragon flicked its tail at me as if in answer.
“I cannot die, so I am not scared of death!” Aunt Boadicea boomed. “Hear me now: there is no way you are leaving here alive.”
She had a point. A fight to the death with an Aunt was only a matter of time, and there could be only one outcome. The immortal one would always be the one left standing.
“What do we do?” I muttered. The Aunt had noted our presence with a cursory glance, but she was too preoccupied to do anything to us. She pushed her clawed hands towards the basement floor that hadn’t been covered in lava yet and pulled it up, manipulating the concrete foundation into a growing pile of slabs and stones. They locked together and crawled forward, arcing over the lava and making a thick bridge. Farshad pulled the lava up in an attempt to create another shield, but it hit the bottom of the bridge and fell back. The bridge was thick enough to hold for a little while. Long enough for the Aunt to cross it and walk straight to Amelia, Salal, and the baby.
A sneer carved its way across Boadicea’s harsh face.
“Enough!” Amelia yelled. She clenched her fists, shut her eyes tight and screamed.
A bolt of white lightning ripped through the ceiling and hit the Aunt square on the head. 
The room fell silent except for falling debris from the hole in the ceiling.
There was no harm to the rest of us, but that one zap had fried the Aunt in her tracks. She stood there a second, her hair smoking, and I thought, This is it. This is the moment we all die. She will level this house to the ground and it will become our tomb.
But when she raised her hand to make the killing blow, it didn’t come. A streak of bluish-white light—one I recognized well now—zipped up from the charred floor at her feet. She took two steps forward, her hair still smoking and her eyes staring vacantly ahead, before she disappeared through the door.
I made a snap decision and ran towards the quickly closing door, dodging puddles of lava and debris. Digging through my pocket for the cutting of ivy I’d snagged from a planter box earlier, I held onto one end and threw it like a lasso, extending and thickening it as it flew through the air. By the time it landed in the rectangle of light, the ivy was as thick as my arm and had blade-like leaves. The door shut with a fwump, the ivy propping it open like a doorstop.
It would hold for a bit. I turned around, triumphant. Now we had the foolish and hazardous option of following Boadicea.
Farshad, eyes blazing, let go of her concentration and the lava began cooling almost immediately. The dragon disappeared and Callipso emerged from the steam. They both looked over at the small girl standing with wide eyes on the bed. 
“Amelia, hero of the night!” Farshad’s face was liable to crack in half with the strength of her smile.
“I didn’t even know I could do that!” Amelia squeaked, blushing with pride. She’d only recently discovered that her glut allowed her to control the weather—giving people weather events to gossip about instead of each other. Her timing for harnessing lightning couldn’t have been better.
The steam in the room was starting to stifle. The baby had begun wailing in protest; Salal worked through her own shock to try to soothe her. “I have no idea what just happened, baby girl,” I heard Salal coo, “but aren’t you a sweetie? Yes, you are. I’m going to name you after one of these wild girls, I think. This little one who stood her ground like she was ten feet tall instead of nearly as wee as you.”
Amelia blushed as red as Farshad’s lava.
A series of bangs and shouts from the hallway cut our celebration short. “People are starting to come in,” Bash said, rushing back into the room after checking the hallway. “A lot of them.”
There was no way we could talk our way out of this. Not with half the building under hardened lava and a hole in the ceiling stretching upwards three floors so we could see the night sky from the basement.
That slim doorway of light I’d propped open with a vine was now everyone’s escape hatch.
Wherever it led.
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One by one we stepped into whiteness, into nothingness, and emerged along an isolated road. Mist clung to the gravel, and the only light was from the moon above. In one direction was the bustle of Oblison, and in the other, down the long driveway, a massive house loomed against a backdrop of towering pines. Aunt Boadicea’s tall form, still smoldering a bit, was ascending the front steps.
After a brief discussion, we split into two groups. Farshad, Callipso, and Amelia, all fussing over Salal and her baby, turned away from the house. The driveway ended at a fairly major road where they’d be able to either find a taxi or a telephone to call for help.
Story and Bash looked at me. “Are we really going to do this?” Bash asked in a whisper, giving a nervous glance at the gloomy house Boadicea had disappeared into.
I nodded.
Saving Margaret’s girl from the Triad had taken everyone, especially the Aunts, by surprise. One intervention might have been waved off, but now we’d won twice.
Two meant a trend. 
We wouldn’t have any element of surprise next time. The Aunts would be prepared for us, and the more we knew about our enemy, the better.
I inhaled deeply. Time to spy on an Aunt.
We hustled to catch up to Aunt Boadicea, keeping off the crunchy gravel in favor of the long grass that ran alongside. I put my hands down and grabbed at the taller stalks as I went, ready seeds doing what they were designed to do and falling off into my palms.
As we approached the house, unease skittered up my spine. The house was grand but unmaintained, with peeling paint and broken shutters. Aunt Boadicea had been swallowed by its darkness. Not one light had flickered on to welcome her home when she’d stepped inside.
We rounded the back and found a basement door. “Couldn’t we try an upstairs window?” I whispered, eyeing the door nervously. Ten steps down a thin concrete staircase, the half-rotten door looked uninviting at best. The rusted lock fell open in Story’s hand, practically welcoming us in. “Darn,” I muttered.
Glancing over her shoulder at us, Story creaked open the door and walked into the darkness. Of course an Aunt’s natural habitat would be dark and scary.
“Story?” I whispered. “Where are you?” Only a few steps inside and I’d already lost her, the darkness swallowing everything so completely I put my fingers to my eyes to make sure they were still open. If she was a regular girl, I would have reached my hands out towards her, but a stray finger touching her cheek, or an inadvertent brush against her neck, and I’d find out exactly what her curse felt like.
“Shh,” she whispered back, grabbing my hands in her gloved ones. “Don’t panic. I’m here. Hold onto the back of my jacket.” I cinched her jacket in my fist, trying to steady my breathing.
Bash brought up the rear, putting a light hand on my shoulder so he didn’t get left behind. He was so quiet I’d almost forgotten about him, his anxious breaths coming quick and shallow against my hair.
Bravely, Story led us forward, feeling with her hands and feet, carefully forging a path to the wall, then along the wall, to a door. The hallway was dark, too, but the main floor gave off a hint of light. We followed it, carefully listening for movement.
Story stopped and turned. I was unprepared for it and I bumped into her with a soft oof. Because I refused to let go of her jacket, my arm wrapped around her and pulled us together.
We were chest to chest. Almost nose to nose. She inhaled a sharp breath of air that felt shockingly loud.
Both of us froze.
In the dim light, I could barely make out her features, but I could feel her breath on my skin and the heat from her body. She was softer than I expected.
Then I realized that this was probably the closest Story had ever been to someone else. What if this was her first real embrace? And it wasn’t even a real embrace either; it was a mistake. An unintentional bump we hadn’t yet bumped out of. 
Her skin was so close, my death so close, but I refused to pull away. If it was Story’s first hug, I’d wait for her to end it.
“I wanted to tell you to stay calm,” Story whispered.
I nodded. Even though her words were remarkably level, her heartbeat pounded against my chest.
“All we have to do is stay hidden and listen. Boadicea will give us a clue to follow; we just need to be patient and wait for it.”
I nodded again. As Story talked, her words gently washed over my skin. She seemed to be talking longer than was strictly necessary. Her heartbeat raced even faster.
Her gaze went to my lips.
Mine went to hers.
And I had one thought.
One tiny, inconsequential, thunderous thought.
Lean in…
A little bit, or all the way…
It was a reckless urge, like wanting to touch a sizzling electrical wire or jumping off of a moving motorcycle to see what it felt like.
Maybe it would be worth it.
I couldn’t have pulled away even if I’d wanted to. I was locked there. A blush had risen up my neck; my face was now fully on fire. The dim hallway was nothing but heartbeats and blood flow. Shallow breaths and stomach flutters.
This had started by mistake, but now it was a mistake. The beat stretched on. Both of us, I think, realized the danger. Neither of us wanted to move first. 
The thought came again—Lean in.
Just a little.
Or a lot, maybe.
Our eyes locked.
“Story,” I whispered. “Thank you.” I wasn’t sure what I was thanking her for exactly—checking on me, being brave, being herself, all of it—but I needed to break the spell.
Whatever this was, I couldn’t have it.
Slowly, Story pulled away, exhaling so hard I worried the gust of air would slam a door closed. Without another word, we continued on. I held the back of her jacket tight, trying to ignore how gross and sweaty my palm had gotten in those last moments.
At every door, we stopped to listen for activity. Sooner than we expected, we heard something… a voice—no, two voices—drifting through the halls of the cavernous house.
Nothing stirred except dust in the air, so we kept going toward the voices, intent on our mission to get information.
On this main level, the house was arranged with a large living area in the middle. We circled like vultures, trying to find a place where we could hear the conversation but stay hidden. As we passed through an enclave, I nudged a narrow table with my hip. A picture in an ornate frame wobbled and I gasped, reaching to catch it before it clattered to the floor.
Bash looked over my shoulder when I stopped dead.
The picture was of a girl, caught in profile and smiling at something out of view of the camera. Judging from the sunburn on her cheeks, she was outside a lot. A little adventurer, catching bugs and tickling fish and running after flying dandelion seeds in her spare time.
“Is that you?” Bash’s words were barely words, they were a breathless, near-silent whisper.
I was ten years old in the picture, watching Atta’s sheepdog Stormy chase the herd over the next hill. At the sound of the shutter click, I’d turned and smiled at Melusine, grateful for the attention. For that brief moment, I remember feeling not so alone, and later that day, I’d confided in her about Atta’s unwanted touches. I’d wanted a comforting hug from her, but she’d given me something else entirely.
After she’d forced Atta to eat his own tongue, she’d left me there until his contract was over. For three months, I fed Atta mush through a tube while he trembled, helpless, under my hand. He never slept another comfortable night: I heard him wail from his nightmares.
Shaking, I put the picture back on the table. There were a few more hanging on the walls. All of the same girl.
Me.
I suddenly had a very bad feeling about whose house this was.
After giving me a look of concern first, Story pushed us onward. Snatches of conversation swirled like the mist outside.
“—so-called coincidences—”
“—too little! Too late!”
“You must listen…”
The one doing most of the talking was the accented warble of Aunt Boadicea. The other was mostly silent, but it was that heavy kind of silence. The kind that still said things.
We were straining so hard to hear the conversation that it took us a moment to register the footsteps headed in our direction. Story visibly paled, her brown skin transforming to sickly gray. She grabbed our arms and yanked us towards a room ahead.
The kitchen.
In the center of the room sat a small table with a long, crooked tablecloth draped over the sides. A terrible hiding place, but the only one I could see. After a blink of consideration, Story pulled open the pantry door and then shut us all inside.
I pressed my ear to the door and strained to listen, my heart booming.
“…you’re not the only one demanding an audience with me…” That was Melusine’s voice. Soft and soothing, but with an edge like razor blades. “The rumors will pass. Basilica, Gertrude, and Morn are fools. Nothing they say is robust enough to stand for long.”
“They’re incompetent much of the time, true,” Boadicea said, “but missing a target without any reason is exceptionally stupid, even for them. I saw your disaster girl tonight, Melusine, and while she might not have been the one expressly fighting back, she is most definitely the one behind all of this.”
My breath caught on “your disaster girl”. After seeing all those pictures in the hallway, Boadicea could only be talking about me. That flash in her eyes when she’d glanced our way hadn’t been anger, it had been recognition. “The fury in these girls is robust, Melusine. You cannot continue to ignore this issue.”
“I’m ignoring nothing, Boad.” Melusine’s tone held a warning.
“It’s not just the other Aunts we have to worry about,” Boadicea continued. “The world is different now. Humans have televisions and newspapers. They’re more connected. How many times can these girls be in their newspapers before others start to see them as heroines? Would seers get fooled so many times in the span of a few weeks? We must cut this mutiny out like a growth, quickly and aggressively, before everything we’ve built for ourselves begins to disintegrate.”
There was a long silence. Then Melusine said, “You know I will not cull her.”
“I don’t think you understand the gravity—”
“I do!” Melusine’s anger snapped. “She is my mistake, Boad. She is mine, and I will find her, and I will bring her to heel.”
“And if she falls in love before you bring her to heel?” Boadicea demanded. “What then?”
Never in my life had I heard Melusine laugh. It shot through the room, so sharp it felt like being stabbed. A wild, uncontrolled laughter made of daggers instead of mirth.
“Yes, I created the perfect noose, didn’t I?” Melusine said through her laughter. “Drinn was supposed to be a fun way of holding the world hostage. Of granting me power over everyone and everything. How clever I thought I was, creating something so chaotic and potent! And then she gracefully wrapped herself around my own neck too. You’re right, if I don’t find her in time, she will end the world and take us all down with her. She will fall in love. That foolish girl is made of nothing but love.” Melusine sounded both disgusted and impressed.
Boadicea groaned in frustration. “This was all so avoidable. All you had to do was kill her, and yet that’s the one thing you’ve always refused to do.”
Boadicea made it sound like Melusine cared for me.
Something flipped around in my stomach at the thought. I’d wanted her to love me, once. I had memories of reaching for her hand as a child, of telling her a joke, of showing her a scrape. But I received no hand, no laughter, no bandage. I’d made peace with her hatred.
But those pictures in the hallway, her refusal to kill me despite the risk to herself… Had I misunderstood everything?
I couldn’t breathe all of a sudden. I pinched my eyes shut, a dandelion sprouting and winding its way around my ear. Story put her gloved hand on my shoulder and pressed close. I’m here, she said, without saying a word. And she kept saying it without saying a word until my breathing calmed.
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I forced myself to focus.
One fleck of empathy wouldn’t wash away the years of torment I’d experienced firsthand. I knew exactly what Melusine was capable of.
The Aunts left the kitchen, and silence fell. “We have to get out of here,” I whispered.
I cracked open the door slowly. Pressing a finger to my lips, this time I led the way.
With Story behind me and Bash behind her, we tiptoed through the kitchen. We’d taken the long way around the house the first time, but if we could make it down the hall quickly, then it would be a straight shot to the basement stairs.
But Boadicea’s and Melusine’s conversation was so much louder on this side of the pantry door. Almost as if they’d only stepped back into the sitting room for a minute, and were about to return to the kitchen again.
I forgot about stealth and moved faster.
As Story scurried to keep pace, one of the dandelion clips pinned to her lapel fell to the ground behind her. With a squawk, she went back for it.
“Leave it!” I whispered, hoarse. 
The clicks from their shoes on the floor got louder, Melusine’s voice swelling. “These girls are on a full crime spree, so the police must know more than they’re letting on…”
Bash had sprinted back to the pantry and was gesturing wildly for Story to follow. Story’s eyes widened. There wasn’t enough time to get to the pantry with Bash or down the hallway with me. She grabbed the dandelion and then darted for cover under the table.
As Bash closed himself into the pantry again, I took four running steps to the table, practically flying, and slid under with Story. To my own ears, the noise of my movement was earsplitting. If the tablecloth had been anything but the oversized, threadbare monstrosity it was, hiding under it wouldn’t have been an option at all.
But we were far from well hidden.
Story had become a ball of a girl. Knees by her chin, arms wrapped around, neck bent awkwardly sideways as she squished herself up as much as she could. I doubted they’d look under the table, but if they sat down, their legs would need space. I had fallen face down so I stayed that way, on my knees and folded in half with my nose beside Story’s boots.
I watched their feet walk back into the room. I wanted to close my eyes, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Melusine’s ankles.
“I’ll help you question the police only because that’s atrociously fun for me, Mel,” Boadicea said. Mel? “But you must call a conclave. The other Aunts need to understand the full situation so we stop looking like fools.” 
Melusine let out an ox-like snort of derision. She had a very low opinion of the other Aunts. “Fine. I will call one, but only if questioning the police doesn’t prove fruitful. Then and only then will we involve those mad banshees. Is that acceptable to you?”
Boadicea must have nodded her assent. Melusine summoned a door, the light zinging up from the floor an arm’s length away from me. Then the door zipped closed behind them, and silence settled.
Bubbles of relieved laughter were percolating in my gut, ready to pop and fizz. We’d been in the same room as Melusine, and, miraculously, survived. I exhaled, trying to quench the laughter, and slowly began to uncurl from under the table.
Story was already standing and facing the kitchen counter, her shoulders tight. It’s okay, I needed to say. We’re okay. But my voice wouldn’t work. I’d never wanted to hug someone more, but I put my hands behind my back to stop myself. Relieved tears burst into my eyes.
I stood and stepped forward, trying to force my voice to work—
—just as Story whirled around.
We collided hard, again, Story letting out a grunt.
I began laughing, all the nervous energy oozing out all at once.
“Oh no way,” Story snapped, backing up so fast she bumped into the counter. “You’re laughing?”
“I’m sorry.” I needed a minute to collect myself. My emotions were all over the place. The build-up of tears squeaked out of my eyes and fell in a flood down my cheeks. Laughing and crying at the same time, with neither wholly appropriate for the situation.
Story cocked her head, her frown growing into something frightening. Her hands clenched at her sides and, even though she was a good five steps away now, she looked poised to strike.
“Why didn’t you leave?” Story snarled. “You were closer to the basement door than either one of us, but instead you dive under the table with me?”
I bristled and wiped the tears off my cheeks, my laughter disappearing abruptly. “Hey that’s not fair—”
“You make the worst choices! Even Bash flitted away because it was the smart thing to do.”
Bash waved at me sheepishly, looking unsure whether Story had given him a compliment or a burn.
“If they’d found me,” Story continued, “what good could have possibly come from both of us getting caught? How does this fight continue if you’re not here, Drinn?” Her eyes narrowed. “I have to be able to trust you to make the smart move in a crisis; otherwise, we aren’t going to make it anywhere.”
“I couldn’t leave you,” I stammered. I’d left Darling and fled, thinking he’d be safe.
He hadn’t been.
And I was never leaving anyone again.
With resolve, I stood straighter and looked Story dead in the eye, answering her glare. “I couldn’t leave you, and I never will. For any plan we make from here on out, that’s what you count on. So there. Put that in your plan pipe and smoke it.”
Story glared.
Then her frown cracked. She snorted a laugh. “Plan pipe? Put that in your plan pipe and smoke it?”
Soon, she was laughing so hard that tears soaked her cheeks.
My mouth quivered into a half-smile. It amazed me to hear Story laugh. It amazed me more that I’d been the one to make her do it. “I meant that you need to accept it—”
“I got the meaning from context, thanks.”
Story met my eyes, a smile still dancing across her lips. She sparkled everywhere: her skin, lips, hair, eyes. I thought to myself, How lucky she is, to be intimate friends with the light.
A clock ticked down the time from somewhere in the house as we stood there together. Our wide smiles softened, little by little, tick by tick. As with our accidental hug, I couldn’t be the one to turn away first. Something held me there.
“Umm, hey?” Bash said.
Startled, my heart skipped a beat. My gaze swiveled to him.
He stared at us for a long moment before continuing. “It isn’t every day you find yourself in Melusine’s spooky mansion. Let’s look around.”
As I turned away, Bash shot Story a warning look, shaking his head minutely. Watch out.
She scowled and pinched her lips tight. Don’t be ridiculous.
It was the first time I’d understood one of their silent exchanges, and yet I didn’t understand it at all.
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Melusine’s house was depressing by even my low standards. I thought back to every home I’d lived in, and even Closter’s home in the swamps had a pleasant sunroom where you could watch the gases vent and flare as your nightly entertainment.
We found nothing else that would help us. It was the house of an elderly miser, depressingly dated and hollow in every way. The shrine to me in the hallway was a disquieting reminder of how alone Melusine was.
The entire time we searched, we stayed hyper-alert and tense, darting furtive looks around, waiting for streaks of light to materialize into a door, but we stayed lucky. Interrogating the police was obviously time-consuming work.
“So here’s what we know,” Bash said as we moved towards the front door to leave. “Melusine hates most of the other Aunts. She’s an island.”
I couldn’t figure out if this surprised me or not. Somewhere down the line—perhaps the moment I was born—she’d isolated herself from them by choice.
“A powerful one though,” Story added. “The other Aunts have been at odds with her for years, yet she remains at the top.” 
“Second thing we know,” Bash continued, putting another finger up and flashing us a peace sign. “The other Aunts are taking us seriously. They hate the idea of damned girls working together. Third—” He avoided eye contact with me awkwardly. “Melusine has some… All those pictures of you… That entire bit about the noose…” He trailed off.
“Yeah,” I agreed. I wished this conversation didn’t have to happen. I felt gross and confused. She’d cursed me for selfish reasons, but something had made her regret it, and she’d been conflicted ever since. I hated feeling sad for her.
She’d killed Darling. She’d tortured me for years. If she’d discovered us here in her home, she would have killed Story and Bash.
She didn’t deserve my sadness.
But…
“That was a lot,” Story agreed when I didn’t say anything else.
I tossed a tired smile at them both. “Yup.”
Melusine herself would have laughed at me for empathizing with her.
“I wish we’d found out more about their portals,” I said, darting yet another paranoid look over my shoulder. It made sense why Odd wanted to know everything about them now. “Understanding how their magic doors work would be mighty handy for planning—”
Our luck ran out, and in the end, it wasn’t a magic door that brought trouble to us. When I pulled open Melusine’s regular old front door, someone was waiting there.
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It wasn’t Melusine or Boadicea. The woman canted her head, the bright feathers sewn into her overly large brown hat swishing as if they were trying to dust a high shelf. Her pale green eyes narrowed.
I didn’t notice that she’d clawed her hands until it was too late.
The woman held her hand in front of her face, fingers splayed as if she was holding an invisible apple. She took a step towards us, and all three of us took a step backward.
But not by choice.
I would have sucked in a breath if I still had any control over my body. Without touching us, the woman—the Aunt—pushed us all back into the foyer of Melusine’s home and then kept pushing until we were in the large sitting room.
My movements were jerky and imprecise, like a marionette on strings. Story was fighting it, her teeth clenched in a tight grimace, her face strained and tense. I couldn’t see Bash too well, but I heard the soft squeal of his shoes scraping their resistance across the tile floor.
Whoever this was, she was a powerful Aunt. Much more so than Boadicea, who hadn’t even been able to move little Amelia. The three of us were shoved back into Melusine’s home in a blink, and none of us had even been able to say a word about it.
In the sitting room, she flicked a finger toward Bash and he grabbed at his throat, choking. “You, boy, are going to be the spokesperson for your little trio here,” the Aunt proclaimed. “I’m going to release you, and you’re going to cooperate.” She spat out the word “boy” as if it was too distasteful to linger on her tongue. “Nod if you understand.”
Bash nodded, and then doubled over, coughing and trying to catch his breath.
“Who…?” he gasped out between shallow breaths.
Her eyes flashed and she hissed at him. “I’m Aunt Yanulis, and the real question is, who are you?”
Aunt Yanulis threw Story and me to the floor. We landed on Melusine’s musty purple rug and remained frozen where we fell. I scoured my memory for any information on this Aunt. She seemed to think she was important, but I was blanking. Was she one whose curses had started the Second War of the Bay? Was she the Aunt with a predilection for curses involving snakes?
Whoever Yanulis was, she was powerful, and she was angry.
“Where is Melusine?” Aunt Yanulis snapped, her steely eyes watching Bash slowly maneuver his way behind the sofa. “I’ve demanded an audience with her for days and she’s resolutely ignoring me.”
Bash shook his head and took another step backward, his hip bumping a small writing desk against the wall. “I don’t know—” 
He grabbed his throat again and retched.
“Try again. You’ve done your sneaking; you’re in her home. I’m aware you don’t know quite a lot—your kind never does. I’m only interested now in what you do know.”
His gaze flicked to us on the floor, but we couldn’t move, let alone tell him what to do.
Bash swallowed, his throat bobbing. “Melusine went to the police,” he said in a rush. “She thinks they have information she can use to find The Destroyer.”
I would have sucked in a shocked breath if I was able. What was he thinking? He’d both confirmed my escape and he’d admitted Melusine had gone rogue trying to deal with it. This information would only escalate the Aunts’ internal conflict…
But maybe that was the point.
Bash was braver than the trembling, nervous mess he was pretending to be.
Bash was also clever.
He had a plan, if only he could tell us what it was.
Again Yanulis blinked as if she was surprised Bash had caved so easily too. Then she laughed. “Oh, it’s bad here, isn’t it? Melusine has lost all control.”
Her steely green gaze landed on me and Story.
I’d already tried to access the seeds in my pocket, hoping that despite my immobility I could still command them to grow, but whatever Yanulis was doing was immobilizing my magic as well. While this was something Odd would find interesting, it didn’t help our current situation. 
“So the rumors are true then. Melusine got careless and allowed her prize hog to escape,” Yanulis said slowly.
Prized hog? My insides clenched. I much preferred disaster girl.
“I can’t believe she has the audacity to hide this from us and lie about it. As if the end of the world, should it come at that foolish girl’s hand, won’t affect us!” Her skin flushed and her eyes glimmered—very human indicators of her anxiety and anger. But then her clawed hand moved, reminding us that she was anything but human.
Bash’s body language had changed now that Yanulis wasn’t paying as much attention to him. With his hands still held up in deference, he gently nudged his leg against the writing desk and used his knee to open a drawer.
“But it’s even worse than that, isn’t it?” Yanulis’s heavy, high-heeled boots thudded with each step as she paced the room, the vibrations ringing in my skull. “The Destroyer is the beating heart of all this trouble, isn’t she?”
The next time Yanulis turned away from him, Bash quickly pulled something from the drawer and held it loosely at his side. A knife? A gun? He made significant eye contact with Story and me. That way, he indicated, tilting his head. Pay attention, he said with his eyes.
“There are too many coincidences to dismiss,” Yanulis said, talking to herself. “A powerful cursed girl escapes her execution under suspicious circumstances. Then the Triad speaks of magical disguises, of being assaulted by someone who knew how our gateways worked. And just now, the human news is awash with rumors of yet another sabotage! A lava-related ambush this time. Things aren’t looking good for Melusine at all, are they?”
Silence fell.
She glared at Bash. “Well?”
“No, not looking good for Melusine at all,” he parroted. There was a nervous shake in his voice for her benefit, but his hands were steady, his stance ready.
Yanulis whirled to face Story and me again, the feathers on her absurd hat swaying like a flag in a windstorm. Then she stood straighter and inhaled deeply, her lips spreading into a thin smile.
“Interesting, isn’t it, that you two perfectly match the description of those first rabble-rousers? If I were to venture a guess, I’d say you are none other than the Thief of Hearts and The Destroyer herself, right here in Melusine’s living room.”
She twirled and marched one, two, three steps towards Bash. “I’m right, aren’t I?” she demanded, a wild smile on her face. “Melusine has lost control of even her own home!”
Bash held whatever he’d taken from the desk in one hand; I saw a flash of metal, a sharp point. “I was hoping you’d be one of the dumb Aunts,” he said. “But no, of course we couldn’t be so lucky. You’re right. You’ve figured us out.”
Her widening grin of victory was cut short. The blade in Bash’s hand flashed as he lunged forward, using all of his strength and momentum to slice at Yanulis. She shrieked and put her hands up to protect her face, knocking her feathered hat askew. 
The blade bounced off Yanulis’s hands, not even scratching her, let alone drawing blood. She put her hands down.
And smiled.
Bash had attacked her with a letter opener.
“Bash!” I screamed. What was he thinking, attacking an Aunt with a letter opener?
But then a flurry of movement beside me made Bash’s plan clear. Story had jumped up and I’d screamed—Bash’s attack had been to release Yanulis’s magical bind.
He’d freed us so we could do the fighting.
I stood and shoved my hand into my pocket, grabbing one tiny seed. I threw it in front of Yanulis’s feet, and when it landed, it erupted like a small bomb, a tangle of leaves and stems growing exponentially around Yanulis’s ankles. I bid the plant to hold her tight, find her hands, bind them.
Story stood opposite me, her hands clenching and unclenching at her sides. She hadn’t removed her gloves yet, and her gaze darted between Yanulis, Bash, and me, assessing the risk.
I would do the fighting for both of them. I reached into my pocket for another seed.
“Oh, I don’t think so, Destroyer.”
As Yanulis raised her hands to fight me with her magic, Bash stepped forward and sliced at her hands with the small blade. Again, Yanulis was unharmed, but again, she was momentarily disarmed. She turned an affronted and furious gaze to Bash—that stupid, irritating boy—and, like it was nothing, Bash met her stare… 
And swatted Yanulis’s ridiculous hat right off her head. “Your fashion sense offends me on a deep level,” Bash said, his voice dangerously low.
He flashed a smile at me as he raised the blade again. It reminded me of the first time I’d ever seen him—in the plaza when he’d stepped in to protect me. Bash’s lips were always so close to a smile that he could summon one even in the middle of a fight.
I’d spent those moments pushing my plant to grow faster, towards Yanulis’s hands, and, as much as Yanulis clearly wanted to murder Bash for insulting her hat, she was forced to turn her attention back to me and my magic.
I coaxed the leaves and stem higher and higher. They were at the Aunt’s waist. Almost there. I met Story’s gaze on the other side of the room and got an encouraging smile that made my heart soar.
I clutched a back-up seed in my fist.
Then Yanulis flicked her wrist. In a blink, my plant turned into a pile of shredded vegetation at her feet.
“Do you know how much I’d love to kill you, Destroyer?” Yanulis said, stepping towards me. “Unfortunately, as Melusine is the one who created you, only Melusine has the power to destroy you. But that doesn’t mean I can’t have some fun trying.”
I’d been concentrating too much on that one plant. I fumbled and dropped the new seed in my hand.
“No!” Story yelled, her eyes were wide with fear as the Aunt’s vicious gaze zeroed in on me.
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Bash slashed at Yanulis again and again. Story began throwing random items at her from the fireplace mantel—a book, a vase, a lamp—trying to lure her away from both Bash and me before attacking.
But Yanulis had her sights set on me.
I fumbled around in my pocket for another seed.
Yanulis took the window of opportunity and acted. Her hands twisted, and my belly exploded with pain. It felt like angry hornets were laying waste to my stomach, stinging with abandon. I doubled over, the pain so intense I couldn’t hold back my screams. Tears stung my eyes, stars burst and black holes swam in my vision.
As abruptly as it began, the pain stopped.
Panting, I couldn’t find my breath or my balance. The room spun.
“This is a frustrating game,” Yanulis said, her voice icy. “Goodness, you stupid boy! Enough!” With another flick of her hand, Bash crumpled to the ground, the blade sliding across the smooth floor.
Bash! He flopped over like a cloth doll, boneless and spiritless. No one fell that quickly or dramatically unless something was wrong. Story screamed and ran to him, desperation and frustration etched into every line of her face.
Yanulis toed my side. “The fire in your belly has already caused damage, but at this point, it would heal enough to give you back full function. Should I continue and cause irreversible damage? Your decision, Destroyer. Do you yield?”
I shook my head, tears of frustration roaring back and blurring my vision. I remembered what Yanulis was known for then: pestilence and plague, illness and disease. One of her documented curses was on Uma, who was currently back at the motorcycle repair shop.
“What was that?” Yanulis asked, tilting her head. “I couldn’t quite hear you.”
“No,” I spat. “And Bash is right. You do have terrible taste in fashion. Even a country bumpkin like me can see that.”
It felt good, so good, to see Yanulis’s face contorting with rage.
I braced myself for the pain—determined not to scream—but it engulfed me. I writhed on the floor, inhuman noises tearing from my throat. Fighting the urge to shout for mercy became a second battle, and I concentrated on it fiercely. This small battle—not screaming—was one I would win.
Then, distantly, I heard a roar.
The intensity of the burning stopped. It felt like blood was pooling in my guts, like everything was spilling out, smoking and dead. Reverberations of pain shocked me over and over, and I still couldn’t breathe right, still couldn’t see through the spots of light swimming in my vision. 
Story, who Yanulis had all but forgotten, had left Bash’s side and advanced on Yanulis from behind. Her face was as determined and frightening as anything I’d ever seen. Her eyes dark, her features contorted and tight.
This is what she’d looked like in the plaza.
Angry. Bitter. Vengeful.
Story swiftly pulled her glove off, one finger at a time, leaving her deadly skin exposed. This time, there was no hesitation in her movements.
Panic overcame me at the idea of Yanulis turning her belly-fire spell on Story. Those powerful fingers would claw and scrape into a shape meant to hurt, and then Story would be next to me on the ground, writhing in pain, trying not to yield, her insides on fire.
I turned my wide, panicked eyes back to Yanulis and gave her what she wanted. “Mercy,” I croaked. “Mercy!”
A sneer spread across Yanulis’s face with my admission. “Lovely,” she said. “I heard you that time.”
“But did you hear me?!” Story screamed.
Yanulis rolled her eyes and turned towards Story, her hands readying to swat at the annoying fly who insisted on buzzing around her head.
“We don’t yield,” Story growled. Her hands reached for the Aunt’s neck as if to strangle her.
Scoffing, Yanulis lifted one hand and began clawing her fingers, while her other hand batted Story’s reaching fingers away.
Story’s strangling motion had been a feint—a means to get Yanulis to come to her. 
Their hands connected, skin-to-skin.
Time seemed to stop. If Story’s power didn’t work on Aunts, this was her first experience with touch. A soft sob escaped my lips.
Then a slow, menacing smile stretched across Story’s face. “Gotcha,” she whispered.
Yanulis didn’t even get a chance to scream or cry out. Her death, like all of Story’s kills, was immediate, brutal, and completely silent.
Story pursed her full lips and blew, and Yanulis disintegrated like a dandelion puff on the wind.
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Yanulis’s clothes flopped to the ground in a heap, bits of her ashen body swirling around like oversized dust motes. I expected to hear the thud of her heart hit the floor, but there was no heart. Only strange greenish dust, as if Yanulis had been part toad.
Bash stirred, a long, dramatic moan punctuating the air.
He sounded exactly how I felt.
The world kept disappearing on me, edges fading to black before Story or Bash pulled me back with a sharp word. Our escape was a series of stumbles—away from Melusine’s home, down street after street, onto a tram—until we finally collapsed back at the shop.
Then, blissfully, I was allowed the blackness for a time.
I drank something, choked on it, sputtered, and then drank some more.
More blackness.
Then I found myself sitting.
My eyes fluttered open and my vision swam.
“How’s your pain?” Odd bent closer and swiped her strong hand across my brow and down my cheek, staring at me hard. “I gave you enough morphine to give birth to triplets without feeling a thing, but without knowing what she did to you…”
“I’ll live,” I murmured. But I was only sure of intent, not of reality. My insides felt like they’d disintegrated.
The fire roared in my gut as Odd helped me to my feet.
“Come,” she said, her mouth a grim line. “There are things to discuss.”
I swallowed, dread filling me. The fallout from killing an unkillable Aunt had to be catastrophic. What had we done?
Everyone was gathered in a circle in the center of the shop. Bash and Story were deep in conversation, their foreheads bent close together, sharing heated whispers back and forth.
Farshad, Amelia, and Uma had a magazine open between them. From the snorts and blushes, the quiz they were taking definitely had to do with sex. It was taking everything in them not to spontaneously combust, especially Farshad, who already ran hot.
Ember was picking at her sandwich distractedly as she stared off into space. A cockroach was perched on the bridge of her glasses, taking advantage of her distraction and reaching for her food with its little front feet.
“If you’re not going to eat that…” Oria stretched a long-fingered hand out towards Ember. Her fingernails grew like claws, her pupils elongated into rectangles, goat-like. Her hunger was ravenous and constant.
Naara and Tulip, passing an entire bottle of cider back and forth between them, were bent over a game of Rails and Ships, a rainbow of pieces competing for space on the game board. 
It all had the same nervous energy as the waiting room at the Oblison Midwives Collective, and the dread in my stomach cinched tighter.
When Odd and I stepped further into the room, everyone rushed towards me, asking a flurry of questions about my injuries, how I felt, whether or not I was okay to stand, if they were being too loud, and… and… and…
Uma shouldered her way to the front of the pack. I let out a squawk of alarm. Her pus-filled boils were no joke—they were gross and painful and transferred even through clothing. What was she thinking?
Before I could step away, Uma grabbed my cheeks with both of her hands and planted a big, wet, sloppy kiss on my nose, practically slurping it into her mouth before ending with a dramatic, “Mwah.”
I stumbled back, reeling from shock and anger. “What the heck, Uma?” I scrubbed my nose even though I knew it wouldn’t do any good. All it took was a light brush and you were covered in itchy boils for a week.
But nothing happened.
Uma, cursed to transmit boils and illness, hadn’t transmitted boils and illness.
And then another thing hit me. There was food and drink in Story’s shop, even though Tulip was also there. Oria’s sandwich wasn’t moldy, the cider wasn’t rancid, and the apple wasn’t rotten. Until that point, everyone had to eat outside and down the block whenever Tulip was around.
No boils. 
No rot.
Something light and jubilant replaced the lingering pain in my midsection. An airy, fluttery feeling of hope, like I could float to the clouds, a wisp in the breeze.
“The death of an Aunt kills her and her curses,” Story confirmed, her eyes alight. “The girls Yanulis cursed are free.”
Odd nodded. “At exactly the moment of Yanulis’s death, Tulip and Uma were uncursed. Our curses don’t exist without the Aunts that cast them.”
The tome was wrong, and it changed everything.
Aunts could die, and our curses could be broken.
Odd was so eager to tell me about all the new information she’d pieced together she practically vibrated from it. “All this time we believed magic was theirs to bestow, something cast down from on high, but if that was true, our curses would be immutable, even after the death of an Aunt. We’re linked to our Aunts on some deeper level. Perhaps there’s even some kind of symbiosis at play. Maybe our magic sustains them like food. Maybe the magic flows back and forth between us. Whatever the connection, the Aunts have taken great care to hide it from the world. From us.”
“Which is exactly why we can’t squander this opportunity,” Story stressed. “We should have figured this out sooner. The Aunts crafted their own story, and it grew deep roots. All this time, they fooled us into believing immortal and invincible were the same thing. We’ve been focusing on saving individual girls when we could have been ripping apart the entire system. We’ve wasted too much time already. We have the upper hand right now and we need to act.”
“No, we need to lay low for a while,” Odd continued. “The worst thing we can do is act rashly. This is new territory. Precedent-setting. Perhaps you’re the only one in human history who has the ability to kill Aunts. Perhaps there was some specific circumstance that allowed Yanulis to die. We don’t know enough yet! If it was easy to kill Aunts, someone would have done it before.”
I looked from one to the other. Both of them were right. How would we decide what to do next when the two most reasonable options were so different?
“Now that we know Drinn’s okay, we can properly celebrate!” Uma interjected, her arm slung around Ember’s shoulders. “To Pablo’s?”
“To Pablo’s!” everyone cheered.
I had no idea who Pablo was, but my face stretched into a grin—the decision about what to do next was postponed for a little while.
As everyone began filing out into the street, I caught Story staring at me. Instead of awkwardly looking away, she held my gaze. The girls flowed around us, two rocks in a stream.
“You’re going to be free too.” Story’s eyes blazed as she made her vow. “I’m going to kill Melusine for you.”
A flush rose up my neck. Her words promised violence, but those two little words—“for you”—changed the cadence from vicious to tender.
I believed her.
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We paraded down the streets of Oblison like ducklings, all wearing dandelions in our hair or lapels. The trams were stuffed with late-afternoon commuters, and many of the streets were in gridlock. Exhaust fumes from idling cars hung heavy in the air, casting a yellowish tint over everything. The morphine blazing through my system made everything feel blurry and cartoonish. More than once, I blinked at things to make sure they were actually there, my thoughts molasses slow.
We walked and walked, following Uma towards some mysterious nightclub where we could properly celebrate. Twenty blocks.
Maybe fifty blocks.
Time was buckling in on itself.
“Am I okay?” I asked Bash, falling in step with him. I wasn’t altogether sure I should have been out of bed, let alone marching through the streets with a mass of rowdy girls. “I feel… fuzzy.”
He laughed, tucking a stray lock of hair behind his ear. “Odd gave me instructions to keep you hydrated and not to let you wander off, but she said you’ll be fine.” He looked sideways at me, cocking one eyebrow. “You deserve to celebrate tonight, Drinn.”
“So does Odd,” I said. She’d refused to join us, opting to stay back with her notes and thoughts, likely polishing her argument against acting rashly against the Aunts.
“Here it is!” Uma stopped so suddenly I bumped into her.
Pablo’s Teashop didn’t look like much. An unexceptional door in an unexceptional alley like a thousand others in Oblison. “Are you sure this is the right place?” I asked.
Uma squealed beside me. I took that as a yes.
On a second-floor balcony, bright-red geraniums in a planter box created an exclamation point of color against the black metal railing. I realized with a start that I’d seen those geraniums before, on my first night in Oblison. Around the corner, ten short steps away, was the plaza where I’d first met Story. How alone I’d felt that day, how frightened, hopeless, and heartbroken.
But then I’d met Story and Bash, and everything had changed. Now I was in the same place, admiring the same flowers, but surrounded by friends and full of hope. My chest expanded, so full of love for the dandelion girls around me that tears sprung to my eyes.
Uma stepped to the door and knocked. A little hatch opened above eye level and a pair of round, beady eyeballs looked down. The person belonging to those eyes said nothing, but their gaze roamed over each one of us in turn. I had no idea by what metric we were being judged, but figured it couldn’t hurt to be polite. I crossed my ankles and gave a clumsy curtsy.
With a sniff, the eyes blinked. “You know the rules: no death, disease, or disfigurement.”
Uma nodded enthusiastically, her wide eyes shining. Despite knowing about this place, she still hadn’t been able to get in before because her curse caused contagious boils. Even a place that welcomed nearly everyone couldn’t welcome her.
I cast one last look at the red geraniums before we entered Pablo’s Teashop. We descended the narrow stairs single file. The door at the bottom opened, revealing noise and pandemonium. The music was a heartbeat, the lights flashing in a disorienting strobe effect. Behind the bar in the center of the room, three bartenders were flinging bottles around, barely keeping up with all the orders.
Uma squealed again. Now that she was inside the club of her dreams, she led us through the crowd, touching everyone she passed whether she needed to or not. She darted under the ropes barricading a VIP section near the back and claimed all of the booths for us, making a pretty bold assumption, I thought, but there would be no stopping her tonight.
We danced, we cheered, we shouted conversation, a few girls cried. The mood was celebratory and overwhelming at the same time. These girls had lived their whole lives being told freedom was an impossibility, but that impossibility had happened.
An Aunt had died, and two of our dandelion girls were free. 
I joined the others on the dance floor and quickly discovered that I had no idea how to move.
“You’re a terrible dancer!” Ember shouted at me. She’d learned how to control her cockroaches so they didn’t swarm willy-nilly, and had been working on communicating with rats and crows too. A long row of rats lined the back wall, watching us intently. Maybe it was still the morphine in my system, but I swore a few of them were bouncing to the beat of the music. They had a better sense of rhythm than me.
“Ember’s right,” Bash said, laughing. “Your dance moves are painful to watch.”
“I know!” I said. “I’m sorry to put you through this!” My arms and legs flung in every direction, but it was fun enough that I didn’t care what I looked like.
The dance floor was too packed with bodies for Story to join us, so I took my leave from the others early, my face shining with sweat, and made my way back to the booth where Story waited.
I slid into the booth across from Story, and she leaned in close, trapping me with her gaze. She looked me dead in the eyes. My heart stuttered.
Stopped.
“What do you think it’ll feel like?” Her breath was warm on my skin, her pupils gigantic. “Our curses have defined us for so long. How do we spend our lives being one thing and then a moment later be another thing completely?” Her doe-eyes were wide and earnest. Her voice dipped lower. “I have no idea how to be anyone but who I’ve always been.” 
An almost painful tightness expanded in my chest. “You’ll still be who you always were,” I said. Fierce, loyal, beautiful, perfect. “And you’ll be free.”
“Hmm.” She leaned back in the booth, wringing her gloved hands on the tabletop.
“Maybe you’re having trouble because you haven’t stopped to imagine it. Tell me, what does your freedom look like?”
I knew she was going to refuse to answer.
She swallowed, her wide eyes getting even wider. “No,” she whispered.
“Okay, I’ll go first,” I said. I closed my eyes and took myself back to Darling’s farm. “My freedom looks like a breeze gently waving over fields of golden wheat. It’s the bright yellows and oranges of apricots and sunshine and straw, and the smell of wet earth after a good rain. It’s the sound of belly laughs and comfortable silence. It’s a shared joke, a smile, a good cry.”
I’d already had all of that, and I knew how precious it was.
Story didn’t say anything for a long time. She played with a soggy coaster as she contemplated. “Freedom for me,” she finally whispered, “is touch.”
Her eyes had a faraway look. “It’s kneading a loaf of bread with my bare hands or catching a firefly on a summer night. It’s swimming with friends without fear and feeling the cool water on my bare skin. It’s being able to bandage a wound. It’s someone leaning their head on my shoulder as we watch the sunset.” She paused. Her words had gotten quieter and quieter. By now, they were whisper-thin, barely there. Things she wanted so badly it was hard for her to even say them, lest they disappear. “It’s leaning in to tell someone a secret, right close to their ear, so close my lips might brush their earlobe. It’s a nap. It’s the graze of a fingertip. It’s a kiss. Freedom is all the tiny, tender things.”
She met my eyes and then quickly looked down again. This was a girl who worked with cold steel and rubber, metal, and fire. She could hotwire a motorcycle and kill without remorse. But her whispered confession was so powerful in its softness, so heartbreaking in its simplicity, that I had to tame the mad thumping of my heart with deep breaths.
“I’ve never heard anything so perfect.” We yearned for the same things. Touch and tenderness and a life full of love and stillness and safety. It was scary, sharing our desires with whispered words, and yet I’d never felt so safe.
The room disappeared, and the world was made of only the two of us. The warm flush of tears poked at my eyes again. I wanted freedom so badly for myself, but I wanted it more for her. This strong, firebrand of a girl who’d spent her life being treated like poison instead of precious, as she deserved.
There was only a handspan between our lips, where our words hovered. If we leaned forward and inhaled, maybe we could swallow them up. Capture them forever and hold them inside us to keep them safe.
The very idea changed the tempo of my pulse. I met her gaze, hoping to see the same want in her eyes.
I did.
And I knew then that I could lean closer. She would let me. 
My face flushed, and I was both falling and flying, an overwhelming weight on my chest coupled with wings.
Oh no.
I sat back suddenly, smashing my spine into the back of the booth. Story jumped from the suddenness of my movement. “What’s wrong?”
My heartbeat hammered behind my ribs, too loud and too strong.
Warning me.
I fled.
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I ran up the stairs and outside, gulping in massive lungfuls of smoggy, seawater-tinged Oblison evening air. A thunderstorm had started while we celebrated inside Pablo’s, and the night was dark and miserable. Every blast of wind on my cheeks felt like a slap. The rain was so cold it stung. The opposite of all the warm, wonderful feelings I’d had moments ago. I let the storm beat them out of me until I felt in control again.
For the first time, my curse felt inevitable.
Falling in love with Story felt inevitable.
The door to Pablo’s slammed open and Bash was at my side in a moment. “Are you okay?” He peered into my eyes with a clinical urgency. “Odd said nausea might set in.” He grabbed my wrist and counted out my pulse, the fierce wind swirling his hair around his face.
I tolerated his ongoing assessments of my health, lost in my thoughts, trying not to panic. Bash was exactly the type of boy I’d always dreamed about falling in love with. Sweet and clever, wholesome and fun. From the moment I’d first seen him, he’d made my heart flutter, and I knew those flutters could have easily taken over and become more serious if I’d let them.
But now, I wanted nothing more from Bash except his presence, his smile, his friendship. What I had for him was an unselfish love. I didn’t want more, because it was already perfect. I recognized this love now—because it was the same love I had for Darling.
The door to Pablo’s opened again, and Story came out, all the other girls following close behind. My abrupt exit had ended the party early.
It felt dangerous now, looking at Story. I admired her for having so much of what I lacked: guts and strength; a knowledge of self-worth; agile, hard-working hands and nimble fingers; a purpose in life.
I knew I loved Story too, and it felt so different than what I felt for Bash.
It was wild and confusing.
The way she got under my skin and poked around—painful but kind of wonderful, too.
Her eyes pierced me; her frown deepened. My gaze traced every dip and curve of her face: from her forehead down her long nose, to the stress dimple in her cheek, to her lips. Her face and body changed all the time, but it didn’t matter. I knew the person inside. I admired her deeply.
And now I knew I wanted more.
I think…
I’m pretty sure…
This time Story’s voice was echoey, concerned. “Seriously, Drinn. What’s wrong?”
Nothing. Everything. I didn’t know I could fall in love with a girl, and so I didn’t see it coming until it was too late. 
I’m doing the one thing I can’t do; I’m falling in love with you.
Story stepped closer to me, waiting for my answer.
My throat closed with the flush that crept up my neck. One dandelion pushed its way out of my skin; first the serrated leaves, then the flower bud. The plant wound its way through my hair and came out by my ear.
Story’s expression softened when she saw it, and I knew she wanted to reach out just as much as I wanted her to.
My heart didn’t just flutter, it rioted.
Then the earth rumbled under our feet.
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The earthquake began with a full heave, like an ocean wave cresting on the shore, and then settled into rattles and shakes.
“Down!” Bash shouted, just as he’d done for weeks in the shop when we’d had to duck for crashes.
Girls fell to the ground. A passing tram screeched off of its rails, falling sideways like a toy and careening down the street on momentum alone. People screamed. Motorcycles hit the pavement, sending their riders skidding.
Pieces from the tops of buildings smashed to the ground: a gargoyle, bricks, the potted red geranium. A newspaper stand and its stacks of inventory toppled, the news sellers quiet for once as they ducked and sought cover, trying not to get squashed by their papers. Fire escapes rattled. A large trash can bounced across the street. Windows shattered, raining shards of glass down on us.
The noise was the worst part. Fearful screams, panicked shouts of friends trying to get to one another, the pops of glass lamps exploding as the electricity surged, and worst of all was the deep, terrifying moan coming from underground. The earth was wrenching itself apart from the inside, angry and feral. I curled up in a ball and slapped my palms over my ears, trying to drown it out.
I’d never experienced an earthquake before, but it went on and on. A few buildings collapsed as if they were made of toothpicks instead of concrete and steel. I looked back in time to see the front door of Pablo’s Teashop disappear behind fallen rubble from the rooftop.
It felt like the earth was screaming in rage, long and loud.
It felt like the earth was dying.
This was my fault. I felt my curse commence with every fiber of my being.
Standing at the cusp of possibility, with a new way forward and dozens of hopeful girls relying on me, I’d fallen in love and ruined it all.
I didn’t realize the earth had settled again until Story tugged me to my feet. “Get up!”
“Get away from the buildings!” Bash called.
We stumbled towards the wide open space of the plaza, avoiding cracks in the pavement and fallen debris. Oria jumped out of the way of a man incoherently screaming as he ran down the street. Another man pleaded with us to help him, grabbing Ember’s shoulders and pointing at the ruins of a shop. “My wife is still in there!” Ember sent a few of her rats into the smoldering pile to check on the man’s wife, and they came out shaking their heads sadly. We had to leave him there, wailing beside his wife’s grave, the sound of his pain ripping through the storm.
We assembled in the plaza, wide-eyed, panting hard. All the girls were accounted for, and miraculously no one had been injured. If Story hadn’t herded them all outside after I’d left, they would have been trapped inside Pablo’s. Smoking piles of rubble surrounded us, and the skyline itself was changed. There was more sky and less stone and metal because of the collapsed buildings.
The front door of one of the restaurants in the plaza dangled loosely on its hinges, ready to fall off with the next gust of wind. The bay window had smashed, littering the ground with shards of glass. A big man with long red hair stepped over the threshold, swaying and peering around with bleary eyes.
In the opposite corner of the plaza, near the pillory, a group of people were huddled together as we were, taking roll call, assessing for injury, and trying to figure out what to do next.
Then the roar of rushing water went from loud to deafening. With the storm still raging around us with the same intensity, the increase in noise didn’t make sense. It was the sound of a powerful engine. Unnatural. Sinister.
It rumbled under our feet as if we were standing on a giant, purring house cat.
Story reacted first, running toward the stormwater outfall behind the pillory.
“Oh no, no, no.” She slammed into the chainlink fencing, rattling it against the posts and gripping it tight with her fingers. She pressed her cheek against the fence and looked way down. 
“It’s gone!” Story swiveled, her eyes huge. “The canal’s gone!”
What?
How could a canal be gone?
Everyone rushed to the fence. I mirrored Story, pressing my face against the metal fence to look down. Last time I’d done this, the water was dark, deep, and powerful. A frightening abyss to get swallowed up by.
Now, the water was roaring out of the large pipe from under the plaza, but it was far, far, below the normal water line. If you fell down there now, you’d be more likely to split your skull open on a rock than drown.
Story was right. The water was gone.
I blinked stupidly at Ember, who’d rushed to a spot beside me. Like me, she seemed on the cusp of understanding. The confused fog was lifting…
“Find high ground!” Bash shouted, waving his arms. “High ground! Go!”
The ocean that I’d never seen had summoned her water back to her. The canal of seawater had emptied.
And if massive amounts of water had moved out into the sea—displaced by the earthquake—all of that water would need to come back.
Bash pointed to the top of the tallest building nearby. “We need to climb! Get above the waves!” He shoved me and Story to get us moving, the other girls already scrambling away.
We raced to the closest door.
Locked.
I began running to the next. 
“It’s not tall enough,” Bash yelled, grabbing my arm and pulling me away. “We need at least three stories to be safe. Keep going!”
Some of the girls were trying to use their powers to help. Ember sent a swarm of cockroaches scurrying into cracks to scope out safe spaces, but they couldn’t unlock doors or move barricades for us. Farshad was about to pour lava into the canal, hoping to stop the surge, until Amelia pointed out that it would cause an explosion of steam and glass shards.
We were fighters; our powers were useless for protection.
Bash’s certainty drove me forward, even though he seemed nearly overcome with fear. It was layered in his voice, lines of tension on his face, his fierce strides. “This happened in my grandma’s day,” Bash said as he tried another door. “She told me about it when I was little. Big waves came into the city through every river and canal, and when the waves went back out, fish and seaweed decorated every rooftop. Whole buildings were pushed off their foundations. People were washed away and never seen again. She said the sea was hungry. That the water was a giant tongue coming out to slurp everything up.”
Sobs erupted from my mouth as I ran. Would the buildings—already rocked and shaken by the earthquake—even hold up against the waves?
As if on cue, a warning siren began wailing through the city.
Bash spotted a metal fire escape along the outer wall of a building and herded us towards it. The ladder was far higher than any of us could reach. Bash ran and jumped, trying to slap his hands on the lowest rungs to pull it down. His hands kept slipping because of the rain. He couldn’t find a purchase.
A woman and what looked like her teenager saw us at the fire escape and changed course towards us. The teenager was taller than Bash and he was able to pull the ladder down. He then proceeded to push his mother out of the way and clamber up first.
Bash held the ladder for the mother to climb.
Story went next, then the other girls raced up, one by one.
With the alarms blaring, a few more people had spotted the escape route and were now sprinting towards the ladder.
“Come on!” I yelled, gesturing for all of them to run faster.
An older couple loped over arm in arm. A father holding a toddler clutching a stuffed horse. We helped them climb.
The teenager, his mother, and many of the girls, including Story, were already safe on the roof, peering down at us and shouting encouragement. Story looked livid we hadn’t followed right after her. She hauled every person over the ledge with her rough, gloved hand as soon as they were close enough to grab.
“Get up here!” she screamed.
But there were too many people still coming. As I pushed my wet hair out of my face, a young person carrying a makeshift cane emerged from a half-collapsed building nearby. I stepped towards them, ready to help, but Bash grabbed my wrist and held on like a vice, yanking me around. Not letting me squirm free, he pressed his face into mine. Despite the cold rain, his body heat radiated, nearly burning me. “Story would never forgive me if I let something happen to you.” His breath was fire, his eyes blazed. “Don’t you dare make me fail her. If I have to let go of this ladder now to chase you down—and I would, make no mistake—we won’t be able to pull it down again. Get up there, Drinn. Now.”
My hands gripped the cold rungs and I climbed. Someone above us was holding up the line—likely the older couple, who could barely walk, let alone climb.
“Go, go, go!” Bash yelled. He slapped my ankles, but I couldn’t go any faster because of the slow line of people above us. I looked down at Bash, who tried to smile at me but made more of a grimace.
Movement from behind the pillory caught my attention. Bricks and mortar exploded from the sides of the buildings behind it as if a bomb had gone off. The chainlink fence burst open and then was knocked from its hinges, the twisted metal swallowed before it even had time to reach the pillory.
Water.
So much water that I couldn’t even comprehend what I was seeing at first. It looked like a solid mass. Bash’s grandmother was right—it was a dark, brown-tinged monster, pushing its way out from between the buildings and gobbling everything in its path.
The pillory, gone. The benches, gone. A light post, bending as if it was made of rubber instead of metal, snapped and then gone. 
The sound of the wave took a moment to catch up, but then it hit my ears—a roar so loud it drowned out the screams of the people huddled together in a group.
In a blink, they were gone too.
The water monster thrust its way into every corner of the plaza and then kept going. It was insatiable. Impossible to stop.
We were moving up the ladder, but far too slowly.
The monster was coming for us.
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I screamed along with everyone else—“Go! Go!”—my hands slapped the rungs faster, my feet slipped and scrambled. I’d never moved so fast in my life, but it felt like I was moving impossibly slowly.
Hands—prodding, pinching—grabbed at my coat, my arms, my shoulders. In a tumble of movement, half a dozen people—Story front and center—helped hoist me over the ledge at the top of the building and I collapsed in a heap, panting.
“Bash!” Story screamed.
I scrambled to standing. The people stationed at the building’s edge hoisted Bash over just as I made it back to the ladder.
He tumbled like I did, but was more graceful about it, somehow managing to stay on his feet.
But it wasn’t Bash.
A young man I’d never seen before blinked at me.
“Bash?!” I dove for the edge of the building beside Story and looked down, fingers gripping the ledge tight. “He was right behind me!” I’d seen him. His face had been right by my ankles. 
Story nodded, but she was crying so loudly it was nearly impossible to understand her, tears mixing with rain on her face. “He started to climb, but there were more people, so he jumped off again to hold the ladder.”
I choked on a sob. The roaring noise was unbearable.
Also unbearable: Bash was still on the ground, holding the ladder, only now getting ready to ascend.
“Bash, come on!” I screamed, joining my voice to Story’s. “Come up!”
He wasn’t going to make it. Only a moment had passed since the water had first screamed into the plaza, and already it had eaten through almost everything. From nothing to total destruction in less than a minute.
I rifled for a seed in my pocket, making it grow before I even pulled it out. The stem pushed through my pocket and wound its way around the metal grab bar beside the ladder for support. I directed the rest down the side of the building, holding it steady, bypassing the ladder completely.
“Grab it!” I screamed.
Bash couldn’t hear me, but he saw the vine when it knocked into his shoulder, looked at me, and then grasped it. I almost wept with relief when I realized it was a grapevine. Hold him. Hold him so tight, I urged the strong, vining tendrils. They slid around his wrists and waist. Even if Bash let go of the ladder, my vine would hold him.
Story and I got ready, pushing against the edge of the roof with our legs for leverage. The girls grabbed the vine behind us like they were readying for a tug of war. We needed to pull him up. Fast. Now. “Come!” I yelled to the other people on the roof. “Help us!”
But no one came to help.
“Come on!” I screamed.
The people beside us, who moments ago had helped Story pull me to safety, backed away. A few others were still pulling the others on the ladder over the ledge. All of them refused to look at me. None of them were going to help now that they’d seen I was damned.
“Forget them,” Story said. Her face was set and determined as she began pulling on the vine.
I joined her, gripping the main stem tighter before heaving with all my might. At the same time, I forced the vine to pull up on its own as well. A grapevine is a wily thing, able to wind around itself and use its strong tendrils to grab, pull, and move where it needs to go for the best sun. I used that natural adeptness to my advantage.
It was the perfect plant for this.
“Come on,” I said. “Faster.”
Using the vine had been the right move—already Bash was higher than the person at the bottom of the ladder. He was helping his ascension along by climbing the side of the building, and it was working. He was coming up fast. “We got you,” I whispered. You’re going to be safe.
The deafening roar of the water was all around us. The wave had smashed into building after building, breaking windows, ripping doors. An entire building collapsed after the water pushed the stone fountain into the foundational pillars. Debris was everywhere—lumber, stones, metal, even motorcycles and people—tossed about in the endless, frothing waves.
It was coming for our building, but we were high enough. Bash was high enough.
“Hold tight!” I said to both Bash and the vine.
The water hit our building, entering through the windows and doors, and kept going. The water was so high—and moving so fast and with so much power—that the building rocked from the impact. People screamed behind me, and I had a moment of panic that the building wouldn’t hold. That it would collapse under us and we’d all be eaten too.
“Hold the vine tight!” I screamed at the girls behind me as I reached over the ledge and grabbed one of Bash’s hands with both of mine.
“Thank you,” he said, panting, though I barely heard him over the noise of the water below. His hair was in his eyes and he was soaked through, but the relief in his voice was thick.
I pulled. Almost there…
Then he was ripped from my hands with a jolt.
I screamed, thinking my vine had broken loose or the girls had let go, but neither of those things had happened. The vine was still secured to the ladder. Story and the girls still had a good grip, and the vine was pulled taut with Bash’s weight.
And now, a second person’s weight.
Someone had realized the vine was quicker than the ladder and had jumped to reach it. They’d grabbed it under Bash’s ankles, making it drop suddenly from the added weight. 
A scream punctuated the air as the person below Bash fell and hit the water. The vine was too slippery from the rain, and they couldn’t hold on.
I didn’t care who it was.
All I saw was Bash’s terror.
He’d seen what I had: at the edge of the rooftop, the thick vine—his entire support system—had cracked in two. Only a few woody bits of stem were keeping him from plunging into the water too.
“Wait!” I yelled down to him. “Don’t move.” The tendrils still held him tight, but if he tried to pull himself up the last few feet, he and the vine would surely find the water below.
Story met my gaze, and for a long moment, that’s all that happened. Neither of us could reach below the break in the vine. Our arms weren’t long enough to grab him.
Holding my breath, I put my hands on the vine and tried to heal it, but it was a large wound. A fatal break. I urged new growth above the wound. It had to make it to Bash before the whole vine gave way.
Go.
Go.
Grapevines are wily things. You can hack them to the ground and they’ll almost always grow back.
But, even with magic, they needed time.
“Hey,” Bash said. He sounded strange. A little hollow. I shook my head and refocused. I could do this. Please, let me do this. “Think of me whenever you riot.” 
He smiled at us, but it wasn’t his usual smile. It was all tension.
It was all fear.
Bash loved life so fiercely that he wanted everyone around him to live it fully, all the time. He loved life so fiercely that he wanted everyone to experience it like he did: full-bodied and robust.
He didn’t want to die. I saw it in his eyes.
And that was the last thing I saw before the vine snapped, and he fell.
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I lurched backward, Bash’s last scream still echoing in my ears, and fell on the slippery roof tiles, landing on my back. I closed my eyes against the rain. I put my hands over my ears so I didn’t hear the water, or the screams, or the sobs.
It wasn’t enough.
I rolled to all fours, then managed to stand. Walking around the group, ignoring the others who shrank away in fear, I used a handful of seeds to grow a protective shelter around us. I pulled the dandelion girls under with me. Stems reached upwards towards the clouds, roots trailed along the roof and found purchase in every crack and crevice. Leaves unfurled to fill in the gaps.
Beside me, Story sat staring at her hands, unmoving.
The latticework dome of leaves and stems above us was imperfect, but it was a cocoon, of a sort.
Better inside than out.
One lone sob.
Then another.
Story had turned away, her back to me, her shoulders heaving with silent sobs. I went to her, something squeezing inside me so tight I thought I might die from the pain. I wrapped my arms around her, hugging her from behind. I absorbed her quiet sobs into my chest.
I pressed my forehead into Story’s spine, breathing deeply.
My lip began quivering. Reality was coming for me.
This feeling in my gut was familiar: a sharp shift from fine to not fine. From tolerable to unbearable.
Grief was a smashed teacup.
A snapped bone.
A mouth full of broken teeth.
One minute, you have something. The next, it’s gone. 
One minute, you have a father, a home…
One minute, you have a friend, hope… 
Then you have nothing but lost tomorrows.
We were safe inside our makeshift cocoon shelter, but I still felt the drip, drip, drip of the rain leaking through. I still heard the people outside our shelter yelling, screaming, crying.
I still felt Story’s pain pushing into me, wrapping around my neck and squeezing tighter and tighter.
It felt like the end of the world.
It felt like my fault.
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Long moments passed. Maybe as long as an hour. I couldn’t concentrate past my grief. I couldn’t move from Story’s side. The tight feeling in my chest wouldn’t go away.
Farshad began rallying everyone to get up. “We need to get to the shop. Let’s go. The Aunts aren’t going to stop. Come on.”
I held Story tighter, my chest cradling her back, my arms wrapped around her, and put my forehead in the warm dip between her shoulder blades.
It felt safer there than anywhere else.
“She’s right,” Story said over her shoulder quietly. “We need to find a safe place to hide, at least until we know how to keep going.” She spoke in a staccato voice, her words clipped and confused.
“No,” I whispered.
A wild desperation was taking hold of me. I couldn’t face everyone knowing what I knew, pretending there was still hope.
There wasn’t.
I’d done everything wrong. I’d killed Darling, I’d killed Bash, and soon, I would kill them all. 
Still holding Story from behind, I inhaled a deep breath, smelling engine oil, metal, and lavender. A strange combination, but one that had grown on me. It was the same scent that was on the pillow Story had lent me and the clothes I borrowed from her. It smelled like Story.
“I’m going to find Melusine and turn myself in,” I whispered to her back. Melusine would do what she always did—look out for her own best interests—and maybe she could find a way of undoing everything I’d done wrong. She’d created me, she could destroy me.
There was a long pause. In my arms, Story began trembling. “Don’t you dare,” she said, her voice dangerously low.
She turned around and grabbed my upper arms, her fingers digging in. I had a hard time holding her gaze, but I couldn’t look away. So beautiful, even beaten up like she was, that it almost hurt to look at her.
This feeling inside me was a warm sunbeam and a jolt of electricity. It was a yearning and a flush, contentment and peace. There were so many layers of this feeling to explore that it felt like I could venture into the depths for a hundred years and still not find all of them.
How could such a wonderful feeling come at such a terrible cost?
“The girls believe in you,” she said. “I believe in you. Bash believed in you. You will not give up now.”
“I thought he was right behind me.” My voice cracked. “My vine should have been stronger…” 
“It’s not your fault,” Story whispered fiercely.
Ember met my gaze and nodded. I almost didn’t recognize her without her glasses: she was cradling them in her hands, one of the wire arms bent at an odd angle. She stared me down as she pulled her glasses on, either not noticing or not caring how they sat crooked on her face, ready to fight on regardless. I looked at Farshad, who looked like she’d gone from grief straight back into fiery rage. At Amelia, Callipso, Oria, Naara, and all the other girls who’d signed up to cause chaos, waiting for me to straighten up and lead them.
But first, I had to tell them the truth.
“Story’s wrong about one thing,” I said, avoiding Story’s gaze. “This is all my fault. My curse has commenced.”
“So this”—Callipso waved her hand vaguely, indicating the weather, the earthquake, the total devastation—“is the end of the world.”
After a somber moment of silence, the girls reacted by barely reacting at all. A couple of them nodded as if they’d expected as much; a few frowned. For some reason, Farshad smiled like a maniac. They knew—more than anyone else—what it was like to do bad things without meaning to. If anyone could accept accidents of the catastrophic kind, it was them.
They knew my own guilt would be punishment enough.
“Who—?” Farshad began.
“We should get to Odd,” I interrupted, turning away from their eyes. 
Everyone nodded, and without any further discussion, Story reached up and ran her ungloved hand across the vines above our heads, withering them with her touch.
The chaos and tragedy of the end of the world greeted us once again.
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We jumped from rooftop to rooftop, went through broken windows into buildings, and shimmied up and down fire escapes, taking every detour imaginable to stay above the waterline, above the destruction. The city of Oblison looked like it had survived a siege; collapsed buildings, broken windows, and flipped vehicles were everywhere. There weren’t any running trams because they’d either been derailed by the earthquake or washed away by the tsunami, and the roads were eerily silent.
Eventually, we made it out of the tsunami zone. We came down from the rooftops and dodged piles of rubble, abandoned vehicles, and falling debris in the street.
Another lightning bolt streaked through the cloudy red sky above our heads, sizzling as it went. Farshad met my gaze and gave me a fierce, encouraging nod. The fear was there in her eyes. She knew, like we all did, that if there was any chance of stopping the end of the world, we needed to kill Melusine. And to kill Melusine, we needed to find her first. I’d never been so aware of the time. It ticked away in my ear, counting down the moments until the bomb went off. 
Personally, I didn’t like our chances, but we would keep going regardless.
We made it to the shop, breathless and soaking wet. As we entered, everyone sagged to the ground. I knew they needed a rest, but, beaten up and soaking wet as they were, at that moment, they looked like they’d be content to ride out the end of the world on that cold, hard floor.
I spotted familiar fluffy black hair in the armchair near the back office. Odd’s head was bent in concentration as she hastily scribbled something down in her notebook. She gave us only a cursory glance before continuing her writing.
“Is everyone okay?” She kept scribbling, her eyebrows pinched in concentration, not even bothering to stand up. “Tell me everything, quick.”
I went to her. The other dandelion girls stayed back to give us privacy. Story hovered out of earshot but watched us intently, ready to be at my side in a moment if I needed her. How could I voice all that had happened—my curse activating, Bash’s fall—let alone do it as a quick recap? My stomach tightened and I hesitated for long enough that Odd finally looked up from her book.
“If you’re mad I didn’t go searching for you,” she explained, “it’s because I figured you’d make your way here if you could. It made the most sense for me to wait.”
The words I needed tripped over themselves inside me but were unable to come out. Instead, I said, truthfully, “I’m glad you’re okay.” 
“Good grief, don’t cry,” Odd said when she saw my eyes glistening. “What an unbearable wimp you are.” She adjusted her glasses and cleared her throat. “Look, I knew you were celebrating too early, so while you were at your party I used my connections at the Collective and got a message to the Aunts that I wanted to meet with them. I’d already been trying for a year, so it wasn’t suspicious, and this time I had something to offer: the point of view of a damned girl in the middle of a damned girl uprising.”
“What?!” Story was immediately at our side—apparently not out of earshot after all—and the other girls reacted to Story’s loud reaction. In a moment, Odd was surrounded. “You met with the Aunts?” Story said. “You told them about us?”
Odd blinked a few times, unused to so many keen stares. “Yes, I met with them—well, only Melusine and Boadicea. They tripped over themselves to listen to me, even though I had nothing much of anything to say. They did though; they had lots and lots to talk about.
“The Aunts know about Yanulis, obviously,” Odd continued. “Their anger is what started the storm. They also know your curse has been activated, Drinn.” Odd said this without accusation and, despite her need for details, she gracefully didn’t ask me who I’d fallen in love with.
“Melusine has called a conclave,” Odd said simply. “The Aunts know the end of the world won’t spare them, and so they’re scrambling, desperate to find a way out of this.”
Farshad shook her head. “Why would Melusine give you such sensitive information—especially after you admitted being one of us—and then let you go? Let me guess, she told you exactly when and where they would be meeting?”
It was clear from Odd’s expression that deception hadn’t even occurred to her. “They did,” she confirmed.
Farshad couldn’t help herself, she laughed. “So you thought you were manipulating them, but they were manipulating you.”
“Hey, cut it out.” Ember gifted Farshad with one of her cockroaches—right up her pant leg—making her laughter change to shrieks. “Odd was being brave and smart while we were dancing and being stupid.”
Oria stepped forward, a snarl on her lips. “Why wouldn’t you try killing Melusine yourself as soon as you learned Drinn’s curse had met commencement? You could have been the hero and stopped the end of the world. You were right there beside Melusine. I’m sure you could have imagined something happy and made them bleed out.”
“They don’t have hearts, Oria,” Odd snapped. “No heart equals no blood.” Odd held her notebook tight against her chest like a security blanket, inhaling deeply. “I’m not powerful enough to fight. I’ve never been powerful enough for anything. But I did what I’m best at and got information. I know everything about the Aunts’ meeting, and even better, I can sneak us all in.”
“No, you can lead us directly into their trap,” Farshad snapped, shuddering as the intrusive cockroach finally fell out of her pants and skittered back to Ember. 
“What choice do we have?” Story said. “Is it a trap? Most definitely. Does it matter at this point? No. We need to get to Melusine as soon as possible, and Odd knows where she is. We’d have no chance at all without Odd’s information.”
“Exactly.” Ember nodded. “We don’t have the luxury of time, so we don’t have a choice. We for sure die if we don’t try this, we only probably die if we do.”
Odd’s gaze floated around the room. “Wait. Where’s Bash?”
At the mention of his name, a roar grew in my ears.
“Dead.” The word snapped out of Farshad’s mouth like a broken tooth. So final. So hard. So ugly.
Odd froze. I didn’t know a person could go so still, but she became a statue so suddenly that I thought one of Naara’s electrical surges had pinned her in place.
Then a few moments later, the stoic girl who’d called me an unbearable wimp was sobbing loud enough to compete with the howling storm outside. Mourning the boy who’d turned into her dear friend.
“Out of anyone here,” I said. “Bash worked against the Aunts the longest. He offered us sympathy when the world spat in our faces. He gave us shelter when we had none. And his smile—” I gasped out a sob, thinking of the radiance, those sunbeams around his eyes that went so deep it was as if the sun was part of his soul. “His smiles were free and many, and he gave them away like the treasures they were.” I closed my eyes for a beat, then opened them and looked at Odd. “There’s nothing wrong with sadness. We need to mourn him because he was exceptional. He was the best of us…” 
My words petered out, but then I cleared my throat and straightened. “It’s either go for it or walk away—and Bash would always choose the riot.” My voice wobbled, but it wasn’t fear or uncertainty. I sensed a power rising in me that I’d never felt before. It was more than hatred for an oppressor and rage against injustice. It was a passionate need to stand up for myself.
Darling and Bash would expect nothing less of me.
Story edged closer to me so we stood shoulder-to-shoulder in front of all of our dandelion girls. Yellow and green clips shimmered in their wet, mussed hair. Bracelets peeked out of ripped shirtsleeves with defiance. Weeds were strong, fierce forces of nature.
She clapped her hands together once, loudly, making everyone jump. “Go on, or turn back, that’s still your choice, but I say we take a stand. If we have nothing left to lose, we go down fighting.”
“All right, that’s it then.” Farshad raised her fist and yelled, “Let’s go, World-Eater!! Wooo!”
The shift in energy was palpable—feet shifted and bounced, lips whispered to the gods, eyes closed, fingers entwined—but the overall air was excited and determined.
And ferocious.
We were ready.
We would devour it all and claim our right to live even as we died.
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The storm raged on; the city still looked like a war zone. Once we were out of the worst of the congestion, Story hot-wired an abandoned red pickup truck with the words GR ANDPA FLINT’S CHIMNEY MAINTENANCE written on the door, and Story, Odd, and I got in the cab while everyone else squished into the truck bed and held on tight.
We dodged the remains of collapsed buildings, avoided live wires from fallen electrical poles, sloshed through rivers of rainwater and overflowing drainage ditches, and had to push back a few desperate people who tried to steal our stolen ride.
We found ourselves in a scary industrial area of Oblison. We ditched the truck when a large steel gate blocked our entry and continued on foot. Warehouses loomed on all sides, their huge roll-top garage doors dripping with bloodred rust. Dim, flickering lamps cast long shadows, reaching like tentacles.
The warehouses gave way to the docks.
The Oovlish Sea was a vast expanse of pitch-black nothingness. There was no horizon, no definition between the stormy sky and undulating waves. I’d once thought of the ocean as a magical place, but now all I saw was death and destruction, power and vengeance.
A graveyard for boys with eyes bright as sunbeams.
The marks of the ocean’s betrayal were all around us. Only a few docks were still standing after the tsunami; most were skeletons reaching out into the water. The waves would have been diffused with such a long shoreline compared to the horror we’d seen in the plaza, but that didn’t mean the destruction was mild. Everything was wet and oozing, and the stench was unbearable. Seaweed hung from gutters like morbid decorations, and we passed dead fish as big as dogs.
There were no people around. Only a few ships remained bobbing in the water. The rest had been pushed onto land and were sitting crooked like old headstones.
“We’re almost there,” Odd called over her shoulder.
A shining door stood open at the far end of the warehouse, a beacon in the darkness. Ember had sent her rats ahead, and their little bodies were illuminated in silhouette. They sat in front of the door as if they were watching Story’s static-filled television screen.
“Melusine told me this is one of their permanent doors,” Odd explained. “There are a few like this set up all around the world that lead to one specific gathering place. Emergency exits, kind of, that only open when there’s trouble. Other Aunts will portal here to access the conclave through this door, so we shouldn’t linger.” 
Story pulled her disguise on, and then it was Yanulis herself—disheveled and without her signature hat, but definitely alive—standing beside me, ready to step through a door.
“You need to sneer more,” I suggested. “Scrunch your nose like you smell something bad.”
Story obliged, squishing her pinched face up even more. “Better?”
I nodded and had to hold back a shudder. The likeness was eerie. I hated those small beady eyes looking at me again.
“Ready?” I asked Story.
“Oh yes,” Story said. Then she pitched her voice a little higher and snobbier. “How dare they assume I’m dead. Don’t they realize who I am? I would never do something so mundane and dull as perish.” Her pinched lips quirked into a small smile, just for me.
Story grabbed both Naara and me by the collar, like a wolf holding her pups by the scruff of the neck. “Let’s do this, girls.”
The three of us went through the door together.
We expected to meet Aunts on the other side, but instead, we stepped into complete silence.
The room was large and cavernous. Marble columns stretched to the domed ceiling. Multiple doors—not only the one we’d come through—rimmed the perimeter. It was a haunted mansion-type foyer. All it needed was a grand staircase and a dusty chandelier.
With shushing sounds and fingers to their lips, Naara and Story greeted each girl who stepped through with a warning to stay quiet. Our forward charge had turned into a sneak, and all that pent-up energy the girls wanted to release had to be stuffed way down again.
I padded slowly and silently toward a wide circle of glass in the center of the floor. The strange floor window hinted at flickers of movement below, something playing with the light and casting shadows, so I slowed, craning my neck. Whatever was down there, I wanted to see it before it saw me.
It was another room similar to the one we were in, but where our room was empty and cold, below us, the room had a long conference table rimmed with luxurious chairs, place settings set out with meals and drinks half-finished. The room was full of Aunts.
The rest of the girls joined us and we gathered around the circle in the middle, leaning as if to gaze at our reflections in a pool of clear water. Many of the girls were looking upon their creators—their tormentors—for the first time, and their faces showed a hundred flickering emotions, all piled on top of one another. There were the emotions that would be expected: loathing, disgust, anger, fear, and others that were surprising: envy, yearning, adoration.
I’m sure my face showed those same reeling emotions when I looked at Melusine. She stood apart from the group, in deep conversation with Aunt Boadicea. I hated her, but it was a hate clouded with melancholy.
“What the…?”
An Aunt had stepped through one of the doors behind us and had reared to a stop, her manicured hand on her chest as if her non-existent heart had skipped a beat. 
As Yanulis, Story quickly marched towards her. “It’s about time you got here,” she clucked in her best rich snob voice. “I’ve been stuck here dealing with these miscreants—”
“Yanulis?” the Aunt interrupted. “You’re—?”
The Aunt never got to finish her question, her eyebrows never lowered with understanding. Story put her finger on the Aunt’s cheek, and the Aunt disintegrated.
Story nodded at the pile of dust. “One down.”
The girls looked at each other and tested their magic, seeing if any of them had been freed from their curses with the Aunt’s unceremonious death.
Not this time.
I glanced back at the room below us. A quick count told me we were outnumbered at least ten to one. “And many more to go.”
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In order for us to enter the room unseen, Callipso cast her strongest illusion of all: pitch black.
The darkness was thick and heavy, surrounding us and bearing down on us.
Dozens of Aunts were in that room as we entered, including Melusine. There was a chill in my bones. A tense flutter of my heart rate. The noises of the Aunts seemed to come from every direction, but nowhere at the same time. They were rustling all around me, confused about why the lights had gone out so abruptly.
Oria led us. She was basically a night predator and had keen vision, acute hearing, and a honed sense of smell. Behind her in a neat line, we each held on tight to a whipthin vine, like preschoolers out for a neighborhood walk. We moved with stealth around the room, surrounding the Aunts.
A few seconds into our journey, I heard the tell-tale swish of an Aunt disintegrating after meeting Story’s bare skin. I suspected the Aunt had stepped too close to our line and Story had been forced to act, but Story was ahead of me and I didn’t love getting a mouthful of dust in her wake. 
I shuddered and refocused, trying to concentrate on the sound of Story’s movement ahead. If things went as planned, this would be over in minutes. We didn’t have the luxury of an extended fight.
We each had a weapon—brass knuckles, baseball bats, makeshift shivs—made from anything we’d scavenged on the way and from GRANDPA FLINT’s tools. If the Aunts died quickly, our dandelion army’s powers would shrink fast, and we’d need to fight with good old-fashioned violence.
After the longest minute of my life, our line slowed to a stop. The Aunts had spent futile moments rustling around, shouting their outrage and demanding the lights back on. Judging from a few confused interjections, some had tried to use their power to cast new light in the room, to no avail.
Callipso’s hallucination worked perfectly.
We pressed our backs to the wall and spread out, ready to launch ourselves forward as soon as Callipso lifted the darkness. “The most important thing is to watch their hands,” I’d said earlier. “Their hands are the beginning and end of their power. Whatever way you do it, bind and incapacitate their hands first.”
It was time.
Callipso lifted her illusion, and we could all see again.
The table in the middle of the vast room took up about half the space, and surrounding it—in various states of action and reaction—were Aunts. By the time they realized they were surrounded, we’d already pounced. 
Callipso’s hallucinations descended en masse. She threw a bevy of common fears around—snakes; creepy-crawly insects; long, looming shadows. She was a magician reaching into an endless bag of tricks. The sheer volume of them, the absolute chaos that descended all at once, did exactly the trick and sent the room into full-scale panic.
Amelia chilled the air so our breath puffed out in vapor. She created ice pellets and sent them swirling around the room, ripping at clothing and skin like shards of glass.
Howling, I threw a handful of seeds on the conference room table and commanded them to grow and bind tight over any enemy hand it could find. Almost immediately, dozens of green stems were vining their way around the table, seeking out their prey. They latched onto any Aunt they could and then kept growing, weighing the Aunts down with their unnatural growth, attaching themselves to body parts like green barnacles to a ship’s hull.
This was about speed more than anything else. If the Aunts collected themselves enough to fight back, we didn’t stand a chance. I looked around for Melusine but couldn’t immediately find her. There was too much movement, a flurry of chaos all around me as if I were in the middle of a tornado.
The crashes as our magic touched each other added to the overall anarchy. Miniature sonic booms thudded from every direction. Each crash looked like a stone thrown into water, the wind rippling outward from every point of contact. We knew to duck, but the Aunts didn’t, and a couple were blasted backward by the force. 
Using a shovel as a weapon, Uma knocked down tiny Aunt Morn, then—as if they’d rehearsed it—Odd turned around and stomped on Morn’s hands with her heavy boot. The strangely satisfying crunch from snapped bones was cut short by Morn’s howl of pain and outrage.
The other two members of the Triad were having their own trouble.
Farshad had already managed to pin Gertrude to the floor like a wrestler, the Aunt’s clawed hands held tight against her back as Farshad began to melt Gertrude’s gaudy rings, the molten metals burning their way into her flesh.
Oria spat out a mouthful of Basilica’s fingers, fresh blood flowing down her chin, and went back for another bite.
Ember had dismissed her cockroaches for this fight and summoned rats to her side instead. One Aunt I didn’t recognize ran screaming around the room, overcome as Ember’s rats nibbled on her fingers and tried to get at her eyes.
All around were creations versus creators. The room was a violent collage of fire, smoke, ice, insects, rats, dust, and claws. If I concentrated hard enough, I could smell the scent of bloodlust.
In creating us, the Aunts had created their own destruction.
Naara acted as Story’s bodyguard—ready to unleash a surge of electricity if required—as Story strode around the room with purpose, no longer disguised as Yanulis. Because speed was the most important factor in this fight, Story was in charge. Her killing was so efficient it was frightening: one finger to a temple, then dust. One backhand brush to a cheek, then dust.
She met my eyes—where’s Melusine?—and I shook my head. Melusine was priority one, but she was no longer in the spot where we’d seen her from the foyer. I skirted the periphery of the room, desperate to find her, ducking crashes as I went.
Story touched Aunt after Aunt. They tried twisting away. They screamed. But the Aunts never recovered from their initial shock. We started with the upper hand, we held it, and Story was the most efficient killer in the world.
But we would lose it all if I couldn’t find Melusine. The girls would earn their freedom only to have it end when the world did.
She’d laid this trap for us, so why wasn’t she here?
Girls began to rise from their fights covered in grayish-green ash. Smiles cracked and then widened.
Curses broke.
Ember’s rats scattered, no longer under her command. Oria was vomiting violently in the corner, sobbing and laughing at the same time.
I heard a strange grunt behind me and turned in time to see an Aunt, wild-looking and snorting with rage, aim both of her clawed hands at me. A ball of fire erupted from them, hurtling towards me with impossible speed.
“No!” Someone stepped between us as I fell to the ground. “Enough, Fierenza!” Melusine lifted her arms and met the fire with a wall of water, stopping it before it hit either of us. Steam hissed and sputtered from the impact, blasting us with moist, hot air that quickly froze and dropped as hail.
Melusine’s pale-blue skirt swished around her ankles, and she held her head high as she turned around and looked down at me. “Drinn is mine.”
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“Here she is,” Melusine said slowly, “at long last. I knew I could count on Audrey Rose to bring you to me.”
“Here I am,” I responded, scrambling to my feet. “Ready for a long overdue chat.” I needed to stall Melusine long enough for Story to get to us. She was at the far end of the massive room, with enough bodies between us that I wasn’t even sure if she’d seen us yet. A jolt of concern raced through me when I noticed she was limping.
At that moment, a loud boom reverberated around the room, rattling the pictures on the walls and toppling chairs. The lights flickered for real this time, threatening to knock us into true darkness.
A crack large enough to fit my finger inside split its way down the wall and across the floor, spider-webbing its way under my feet and across the room. Dust fell from the ceiling, and the large chandelier snapped free of one of its moorings, dangling precariously.
Whatever was happening outside was finding its way to this in-between place. We didn’t have much time. My fingers wrapped around more of the seeds in my pocket, and I threw as many as I could toward Melusine. They bounced and rolled, tiny but full of power.
“More than a chat needs to happen and we both know it.” Melusine turned her hazel eyes from the seeds on the floor to me. “You need to kill me, just as you killed Yanulis.”
Melusine didn’t move when dozens of my plants found her feet. They climbed her legs and reached out towards her hands. Any moment I expected her to shred them, or bloat them to a puffed-up black like she’d done to my weeds on Darling’s farm. She did neither of those things. The stems wrapped her hands and tightened, and she didn’t move to stop them.
This resignation frightened me more than if she’d fought back.
Another boom, another earthquake. More cracks appeared and widened. The wall near the only door collapsed in on itself, leaving the furthest half of the room a pile of rubble.
Melusine didn’t flinch, and her stoic composure was infuriating. “Are you happy it came to this?” I demanded. “Do you feel anything? Are you satisfied? Frustrated?” I took a few steps towards her, needing to see her eyes flicker with an emotion I could understand. I wanted to know why. My life seemed like a theater production, only with a plot I didn’t understand. “You created my curse to end it all, but you did everything in your power to keep me isolated to make sure I wouldn’t end it all. You made me to be used, but then you didn’t use me. Why, Melusine? What was all of this for? Was it all one big power move that got out of hand? If you had second thoughts, why bother keeping up the charade at all?”
Her face was like stone, her expression blank. I could read nothing from it, but as I got closer, her eyes shone with that same frightening passion I’d seen many times before. It was hate and love, fear and want. She’d stared at me with this expression so many times before: judging—and finding me wanting.
I clenched my fists. “You’re right that we came to kill you, but even if you take us all down with a flick of your finger before we can, the world outside is collapsing. Waves and storms are taking people away. The coastline is disappearing. There’s fire and water and wind killing everything. It didn’t have to come to this. If I’d known how lethal I was sooner, I wouldn’t have argued with you about staying locked away. Everyone—including you!—would have been safe if you’d only told me the truth from the beginning.”
Finally, she spoke, and as much as I hated her for all the misery she’d caused me, for the lies and the betrayal and for having a direct hand in the death of people I loved, her five words—five little words—hit the center of my chest and exploded in a violent sunburst.
“You were my biggest mistake,” she said. Anger oozed from every syllable, dripping like poison.
“Mistake or not,” I continued, my voice cracking infuriatingly, “we’re only here now because you lied to me.” 
“It’s true I lied to you. For years and with abandon. But I had a good reason. If I’d told you about your curse, you wouldn’t have turned into you.”
I barked out a laugh. “You did it for me then? Isolated me. Lied. Shuffled me around like an unwanted stray. All to protect my feelings? I’m sorry, but no. I’m not going to give you the benefit of the doubt anymore. Everything you do is to serve yourself.”
“You were a manifestation of my weakness, and every time I looked at you, I was reminded of it.” Her lips tightened and her gaze bore into me deeper, to every corner of my soul. “You’ve haunted me every day, Drinn. Your big eyes and your tenderness. You held my hand and wanted to play games with me. You found something to love about every place I sent you. Whether you believe it or not, keeping the truth from you was a kindness.”
I didn’t know what to say. She wasn’t capable of empathy, and all she’d done by keeping the truth from me was strip me of my power. “Do you expect me to apologize for making the best of your endless abuse?”
“No, I needed to tell you here, at the end of everything, that you’ll be happy to learn that you became my curse.”
I grit my teeth. “You’re not making any sense.”
Two pumpkin vines around her wrists tightened—the perfect plant for a witch like her—and she winced from the discomfort.
Good.

My plants bound her feet, clamped her legs together, squeezed her torso, and fully encased her hands. From the neck down, she was green and leafy, with a few yellow buds getting ready to bloom. If I allowed the growth to keep going, the pumpkins would fruit and develop into bright orange weights, decorating her and pulling her down.
“The first time I ever visited you,” Melusine said, “you were only about six months old—all pink, raw-looking, and nearly hairless—and it turned my stomach to look at you. But when I reached into your crib, you wrapped your hand around my finger and pulled. So determined. As if I was your favorite toy and you had to bring it closer. And I don’t know much about human children, but you made—and held—eye contact with me for far longer than a six-month-old should be capable of; I’m sure of it. It was as if you were desperately trying to communicate something to me.” A long pause followed by a ragged inhale. “It unnerved me then and it still unnerves me now. That one singular moment has haunted me for sixteen years.”
“I was a baby,” I said, dismissing the story. “I wouldn’t read too much into it.”
“Yes, but in that one moment, Drinn, you became my baby.” Melusine’s voice was breathy and soft as if she was flinging a secret into the world and was frightened of the repercussions.
My stomach clenched. I shook my head, denying her words. “No. I was always just a valuable asset to you.” A “prized hog”, as Yanulis said. 
From across the room, Fierenza laughed, high-pitched and cackling. She was Story’s cursing Aunt and had to be the last to die so Story didn’t lose her power until everyone was taken care of. She was desperately trying to struggle free of the fresh binds around her wrists, her hands blackened and charred from Naara’s searing blue fire. Tears of pain ran down her ruddy cheeks. “Oh dear, sweet, stupid child. All this time did you really believe Melusine was hiding you away to protect us from you? Oh no, no, no. She was hiding you from us. Although the magic doesn’t allow us to kill each other’s girls, any one of us would have loved to make your life so miserable that you’d do it yourself. If Melusine hadn’t been so careful with where she hid you, you would have been food for the worms years ago. Her love for you is her only weakness.”
Could it be true that in her own twisted, terrible way, Melusine loved me? There was no love there that I could see, but just because I’d never seen it, did that mean it wasn’t there?
Inside me, twinges of pity mixed with violent anger. If Melusine loved me at all, it was a cruel, miserable love. A narcissistic love, ultimately all about her. She’d stayed aloof and vicious. Her emotional abuse and neglect were potent enough, but there had been times she’d also physically hurt me. A flick of her fingers and she would pinch my mouth shut aggressively. Another flick and I would be flung to the ground, out of the way while she talked business.
And if it was cruel and miserable, it wasn’t love at all. I knew that much. 
She was a mystery and one I didn’t care to unravel anymore. My world was no longer that small.
As I approached her, Melusine smiled at me. It was almost tender.
Almost… pitying.
Sudden dread curled in my gut.
The noise in the room was nearly unbearable now that the barrier between Oblison and this in-between place was breaking down. Cracking sounds and thunder, large booms, and faraway screams. A strange scent hung heavy in the air—moist and tangy, like a damp, unbalanced compost—from the ash of dozens of disintegrated Aunts.
There were only a handful still standing. Melusine didn’t seem to have any reaction at all to the fact that most of her sisters—including Boadicea—had disintegrated. Perhaps she’d already made peace with death on a massive scale when she’d orchestrated my curse to cause the end of the world.
Those few remaining Aunts were bound tight, surrounded by girls on guard until Story could make her way to them.
Even Melusine, the most powerful of them, was trapped.
We had control of the room, but with that look of pity on Melusine’s face, suddenly it didn’t feel like it.
“I’m intensely curious about one thing,” Melusine said. “Who was it? What kind of boy captured your heart?”
I didn’t answer. I willed Story to get to us faster instead. Story, propped up by Odd on one side and Farshad on the other, with Naara still standing guard, was limping towards us as quickly as she could. No room had ever felt so massive.
“I doubt he’s sweet and kind… humans seem to be drawn to their opposites. Someone a little dangerous and wild, right?”
“Stop it,” I snapped.
“Someone jagged at the edges, lonely and misunderstood.” She must have read something on my face because she nodded as if I’d confirmed it. “Ah, that’s it then. A boy who balances your sweetness with a touch of bitterness. How cliché, Drinn. I’m a little disappointed, to be honest. For the end of the world to come at the hands of a rebel boy, let me guess, with tousled hair and a crooked grin? How predictable and bland. I expected more from you.”
Despite myself, I hissed at her, “You’re wrong.”
Her eyebrows rose into her hairline. “Am I? Who is it then? Who’s worth killing the world for?” Despite her nonchalance, I could tell she desperately wanted to know.
Story had finally reached us, and Melusine nodded a casual greeting to her, no fear in her expression at all.
Melusine rolled her eyes when Story hesitated. “I orchestrated your curse down to the fine print, Drinn,” Melusine said as she turned back to me, annoyance now lacing her words. “I know precisely how much time we all have, and it’s not much. Within hours, the world will cease to exist, and it’s already going out with such misery and pain. All this pain and all your fault.”
She was goading me—as if she wanted Story to touch her and end this—but I couldn’t figure out why. Odd, too, was frowning at her as if she were a most perplexing puzzle. Because if Melusine wanted Story to touch her, then there was a good reason Story shouldn’t.
“You’re my little destroyer, my tender killer.” Melusine’s nostrils flared. There was an unmistakable note of pride in her voice. “The perfect creation of destruction.”
Enough.
If Melusine wanted to die so badly, I’d let her.
I took one more step, fists clenched at my sides until we were nearly nose-to-nose. I wanted to watch it happen up close. “I’m not letting you be my nightmare anymore, Melusine.”
Her eyes flashed; her lips started to form new words…
I didn’t want to hear them.
“Go ahead, Story,” I whispered.
Story nodded and reached her hand out.
As her deadly skin touched Melusine’s cheek, Melusine closed her eyes and leaned into it, a slight, sad smile dancing across her lips.
I was her little destroyer. Her tender killer.
Maybe I’d finally made her proud.
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Nothing happened.
A moment later, Melusine’s eyes opened. She straightened and looked at me, the smile no longer on her face. “And now you know what I meant when I called you my curse. You were always destined to win this.”
Story looked at her hand with confusion. She tried touching Melusine again. Still nothing.
Odd gasped and staggered backward. “What?” she whispered.
“No!” I swiveled towards the girls behind us. There was only one explanation I could think of. “Fierenza!” I shouted. Had the girls killed Fierenza and broken Story’s curse too early? To stop the end of the world from careening out of control, we needed Melusine to die before Fierenza and they all knew that. Why would they be so reckless?
But no, there was Fierenza’s bright-red hair among the girls. And she looked as confused as the rest of us at why Melusine hadn’t disintegrated into dust. “Immortal and invincible, Melusine?” she yelled from across the room, her voice cracking. “You always said Mother liked you least, but clearly she bestowed you with a true gift.” Even from across the room, I saw envy distort her features. 
Odd turned to the rest of the girls, beckoning to the few who were still cursed. “Come,” she called to them. Her eyes darted back and forth between Story’s hands and Melusine’s skin.
As the other girls flanked us, Odd met my gaze.
Despite not having discussed a Plan B, we all attacked together.
I squeezed my plants tighter and tighter, the coil around Melusine’s body strangling her like a massive snake. Just like at Darling’s, I moved a long, thin needle-like tendril toward her temple so it could pierce her skull.
This time I wouldn’t hesitate.
With my attack, Story recovered from her shock and stood beside me, trying different tactics to unleash her poisonous touch.
Naara launched a thin blast of pale-blue electricity at Melusine’s hands, hotter than Story’s welder’s torch. Without her curse of bloodlust, Oria was hesitant to use the makeshift shiv held tight in her fist, but she pounced when Farshad nudged her shoulder.
Every one of our attacks, magical or mundane, failed.
The shiv strike snapped against Melusine’s skin as if it were made of steel. Naara’s blue bolt of electricity ricocheted and took a chunk out of the already crumbling ceiling. Story’s repeated touches did nothing. The look on Story’s face was a combination of fascination and revulsion as she watched her fingertip come into contact with skin without any ill effect. It was, I realized with a deep pang, the first true touch she’d experienced in her life, and that it was an Aunt instead of someone who loved her was a tragedy.
The dagger-like stem at Melusine’s temple bent and then snapped when it came into contact with her skin, and my pumpkin vines could only tighten so far before they met resistance and began fraying like an old cord.
Melusine was invincible to it all.
Story limped over to one of the other living Aunts to make sure her power still worked. The Aunt she touched then—the one on the cusp of fainting over her broken hands—disintegrated immediately.
It was only Melusine who was immune.
“Why?!” I screamed. My movements became more intense. I stabbed and kicked and begged my plants to kill her. She’d killed Darling and Bash, she’d created all my pain, and even the tome knew her as the most monstrous of all, a hundred times worse than any of the other Aunts who had already met their end at our hands that day.
I hated her because she was awful, and I hated her because she hadn’t loved me right.
Tears blurred my vision as I hit and kicked at her. I screamed my throat raw. Odd could have given me all the morphine in the world and it wouldn’t have dulled this pain.
There was no hope.
“I hate you!” I shrieked as someone grabbed me from behind and pulled me away.
Without so much as a finger twitch, Melusine did something to my vines—they dropped to her feet in a coil. The most infuriating part was that she looked utterly composed, every silver hair in place, no wrinkles in her dress. Mere minutes ago the room had been alive with blood and smoke and screams—we were all in various states of disaster, covered in green-tinged dust and bearing the marks of a vicious fight—but Melusine looked fresh and relaxed.
Another crack in the floor started, the gap widening so quickly we had to lurch away from it to avoid falling into the crevice.
“Shhhh.” Story’s lips were right by my ear, letting me know how close she was. She was careful to hold me tight with both arms so I couldn’t squirm and touch her skin accidentally. But what did it matter anymore? I flopped back against her as she repeatedly whispered “Shush” and “You’re okay”.
But no, I wasn’t okay.
No one in the world was.
Someone screamed as another part of the ceiling collapsed. Someone called for help. I leaned against Story, her strong body holding me. “How is it possible? What did we do wrong?”
“I need you to know I didn’t want this,” Melusine said.
“You should be a pile of ash next to your sisters,” I hissed. “The biggest, foulest pile of them all, green and terrible and heartless in death, matching how terrible you were in life—”
“Stop,” Melusine said. That one word cut me off like a gag. She hadn’t even flicked a pinky, and she’d silenced me with her magic. She took a few steps forward and Odd, Farshad, and Naara took a few mirroring steps back. They looked as surprised by their movement as I was with my gag. Melusine was manipulating them too.
“It wasn’t supposed to go this way,” Melusine said, her hazel eyes flashing. “I don’t care if you don’t believe me, but it is the truth. Your curse was the biggest mistake I ever made. I thought I was so clever, yet you single-handedly destroyed me years ago.”
Melusine wanted me to respond. She released my gag.
“Stop using me as a scapegoat. I wish I’d been brave enough to try to kill you years ago,” I spat. “I’d have enjoyed it.”
“Shhh,” Story whispered in my ear. “That’s not you, Drinn.”
“Maybe it should have been!” If I’d been more like Story or Farshad from the beginning—brutal, jaded, unsympathetic—maybe Darling and Bash would still be alive. Maybe the abyss of the end of the world wouldn’t be hurtling towards us all.
“So here we are at the end.” Melusine’s voice had a faraway quality to it. “Every pain and sorrow our curses cause feeds us, you see.”
Odd made a choking noise, her eyes widening. She’d theorized that there was some reciprocal relationship between us and our cursing Aunts only hours ago and had urged caution until we understood more.
It turned out the truth was even more alarming than we could have imagined.
“I’m growing stronger with every death, every injury, every panic. Every lost home and lost animal and lost child. I feel my power grow with every tear shed. Agony is our fuel, and there is an abundance of it out there now that your curse has activated. Every human, the world over, has been feeding me since the moment you realized you were in love and caused that first earthquake.”
The first earthquake after I’d realized my feelings for Story. The first time the tempo of my heartbeat went from not-yet not-yet, to too-late too-late.
As if summoned, another earthquake shook the room. The chandelier finally fell with a terrible smash, sending the girls scattering.
“I even tasted your own grief,” she continued, “when you watched your friend fall, and afterward, when you came close to giving up. I tasted your pain like a meal. A terrible, wonderful meal. I felt his misery too. When your friend died in the water, he was scared and alone and so, so cold.”
I sagged in Story’s arms.
“After everything that’s happened already today, I’m more powerful than any other Aunt in history. I foresaw exactly this, but far too late, and that was my biggest mistake of all.” Melusine bowed her head. “It turns out that now, thanks to you and the curse I created, I’m powerful enough to survive even the end of the world.”
I had trouble swallowing. The injustice of it all made my vision blur. We would all die, and she would survive? “You’re going to be a god,” I whispered.
Melusine looked me dead in the eye. “A god, yes. Without anyone to rule. Without anything to do. A god who’s completely alone, in an existence that has no end. You win.”
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My heartbeat hammered in my chest, pounding in my ears like muffled booms. I blinked my eyes like the fluttering of bird wings, trying to calm down. I couldn’t look at Story, Farshad, or Odd. I couldn’t bear to see their disappointment, their fear.
Our only hope had been to kill Melusine and break my curse, but my curse had made Melusine too powerful to be killed.
An ironic circle of tragic proportion.
“I’m not going to feel sorry for you,” I said to Melusine. I couldn’t look at her anymore. “Being alone forever is exactly what you deserve.”
I was Melusine’s curse just as she was mine.
I pulled out one of the dandelions that had sprouted at my neck. I gave it a nudge, and the green sprout lengthened before my eyes. As the shoot reached up, a small tangle of roots reached down. The flower bloomed bright, cheery yellow like the sun, and then it grew a bit more and went to seed. I stared at the round head of fluffy parachutes and then blew. They floated off like the little adventurers they were. 
Another large chunk of the ceiling gave way, but Melusine reached her hand up and grabbed it across the distance. It hovered for a moment before she flung it aside with an earth-shattering smash. She growled as another piece of ceiling ripped away, and, as she dealt with that, Fierenza began squawking again.
How much time did we have left? Melusine had said hours, but it felt imminent. Why was I spending my last moments on earth with the guardian who had let me down at every turn and not with the person I loved? I thought of Darling as I stared at the spent dandelion, the seeds flying away in search of new adventures. I thought of Bash and his unconditional love for all of us misfits. They’d sacrificed everything for me, for all of us, and for it to not matter, for it to come to this…
My breath caught.
I knew exactly what I needed to do.
I closed my hand gently over the spent dandelion and turned away from Melusine for the last time. She would get no more of me than I’d already given her.
With Melusine distracted by the room caving in, I pulled Story aside. We sat opposite each other, our knees nearly touching. The air was full of dust. Our friends had backed away, giving us space. We ignored the booms, crashes, and shouts of an in-between space collapsing in on itself. The end of the world was all around us, inflicting as much damage as possible before the final gasp.
But none of that mattered right then. 
My heart thumped strangely, a tug and a sigh. A flush raced up my neck and warmed my face. “I have something for you.” I smiled at her, and whatever she saw on my face made her hold my gaze with a little frown.
After rummaging in my pockets, I found the perfect seed from the perfect plant. If I had a favorite plant—besides dandelions, of course—it would have been mullein. It spiked its way upwards on an aggressive spire made of tiny flowers, but the leaves were like velvet. It was a plant of opposites: angled like a knife but soft as butterfly wings. When I’d found one struggling to grow from a crack in an alley, I’d made it grow and go to seed on purpose so I could harvest them.
I did the same now. The spike went towards the ceiling, and the soft leaves sprouted and grew around it. The lower leaves were soon as long as my hand. I plucked them when they were large enough to handle, making a pile of them on the floor beside us.
I caught Story watching me intently, and my face warmed. I knew my powers amazed her, much like hers amazed me. We were as different as the different parts of mullein: a spiked spire and velvet leaves.
“Hold super still,” I said.
She held her hands out and nodded. I’d never seen her look more serious in my life.
Our knees flush together, I pressed one of the mullein leaves to the back of her hand and caressed it gently, in long, sweeping strokes. I couldn’t press so hard that the leaf broke, but I had to press hard enough that she felt my touch through the leaf.
“You deserve to be touched, Story,” I whispered. “You deserve to be hugged and kissed and held. When you’re sick, you deserve to be doted on. When you’re sad you deserve to be comforted. You deserve to be tucked in at night, and you deserve to be called out when you’re being mean.”
She gasped out a quick burst of laughter. “Drinn, stop—”
“You deserve the world.” A lump formed in my throat, and it became difficult to talk around it. “And I can give that to you. You can have a horizon to walk toward. You can have endless possibilities. You won’t have to isolate yourself. You can have all the tiny tender things.”
It took all my concentration—giving her my touch—and soon I felt like I had tunnel vision. The world consisted of her hands, those leaves, my caresses, and nothing else. “I found a treasure when I met you, and I’m going to protect it. This is something I’m going to do willingly and with a happy heart. I need you to understand that.”
I instructed her to flip her hands over as I made a few more leaves grow. When I turned back, her palms were loosely open, fingers bent and soft, curling in on themselves.
I met her gaze and smiled again, as soft as the leaves.
She frowned at me, as spiked as the spire.
Neither of us was breathing quite right. With each press of a leaf, Story’s fingers responded by curling inwards, almost closing over my fingers but not quite, before they straightened again. It was a push and a pull, like seaweed shifting in a current, or stalks of wheat blowing in a breeze.
I could have stayed there forever.
The strange thump in my chest happened again. The warming. The tug.
Now that I’d let this feeling in, I was powerless against it.
I took a fresh leaf, nearly as big as my hand, and lifted it towards her cheek. She leaned into my palm, the soft leaf between us, and closed her eyes a beat. “Please don’t make me do it,” she whispered.
Without words, she understood what I was asking of her, and her face had transformed from her regular, simmering anger to a devastating sadness. The furrows between her brows were as deep as Darling’s freshly tilled fields, her eyes pooling with tears I knew she’d never let fall.
You’re so stubborn and strong, I thought. It’s okay. Just cry. Everything was sad and scary, we deserved a moment to cry. My eyes filled with salty water. My face got hot. My throat closed.
I could fix everything. I could make it right for everyone. I should have thought of this sooner, but there was little time for regret. The dandelion in my palm—meeting the end of its life with delight as it flew away on a new adventure—had made me see the truth in time.
“It’s okay,” I whispered. “I’ll be with Darling and Bash.”
My farmer and my knight. My first loves.
I’d read it in the tome so long ago, but at the time I’d dismissed it because I’d been in the middle of tasting freedom and possibility and potential, and I’d liked it too much to let go. The death of the subject can break the curse’s ill effects.
I thought I could be free.
But it turned out, I needed to be dead. Off on a new adventure.
Instead of breaking my curse by killing the Aunt who cast it, which was no longer possible, we needed to break it by killing me.
One lone tear cut loose from Story’s eye. She blinked, her lashes fluttered, and one giant teardrop fell down, down, landing with a soft splatter in my palm.
I looked at the moisture glistening on my finger. This came from her. It was water born from the one who killed everything with a touch.
Crying, because she loved me too.
I closed my palm, protecting that small piece of her, and focused on the dark lock of Story’s hair that had come loose from her braid. I gently touched it, twirling it around my finger. “I can have your hair and your tears,” I whispered. I wished I’d known that sooner.
And soon, I’d have her skin and her lips.
My hand hovered close to Story’s cheek, her jaw, her chin. I let the lock of hair cascade through my fingers. Her face was pinched so tight it was almost unrecognizable, stress burrowed deep in every line.
“All of this is my fault,” I whispered. “My heart… it hurts. With every beat, it squeezes tighter. I tried to ignore it, then I tried to deny it, then I tried to run away from it. But it keeps coming back. It keeps hurting. And…” A moment passed while we looked at each other. Without words, without turning away or pulling back. “And I love it.” I breathed.
It was the worst feeling, yet I would die without it.
It was painful but beautiful.
I needed it like air and water.
I love you, I thought. I wanted to say it—the words were right there on the tip of my tongue. When had it happened, exactly? Perhaps the moment I’d sat behind her on the stolen motorcycle when we’d raced away with Yameela. Perhaps it had started even before then, on one of the nights we’d spent on her balcony, watching the city of Oblison rush by with mugs of tea cupped in our hands. Or even earlier still: the moment I first saw her turn the corner in her shop, messy from mechanical work and murder. According to Melusine’s curse, it had been outside of Pablo’s when she’d looked at me in a certain way, but that was too clean a moment. Love didn’t work like that—it wasn’t not there one moment and then there the next.
Love didn’t strike with force; it snuck up on you.
“Story, I—” I started.
But it turned out I didn’t need to say it at all.
“Me too,” Story whispered. “Since the moment I saw you.”
From across the room, I heard Melusine snap, “Why are you bothering?”
The girls were attacking Melusine again, trying everything they could think of to distract her. Oria tackled her from behind like a rambunctious older brother. Amelia and Uma crouched at the hem of her skirt trying to grab her fingers.
Odd met my gaze and mouthed, “I’m sorry.” She understood what had to happen.
I nodded at her, grateful.
“Drinn!” Melusine called through the tangle of bodies around her. “Call off your attack dogs! This is ridiculous.”
She sounded so far away and so angry and so utterly irrelevant. I didn’t need her. I didn’t care about her opinion or her feelings. I could have told her she’d been all wrong about the kind of boy who’d captured my heart. I could have set her straight that it was no boy at all. But I didn’t owe her anything anymore and didn’t want to waste this moment.
Story and I leaned in close, the last mullein leaf dropped from my hand to the floor between us. Our faces hovered a breath apart, anticipating the moment there would be no barrier between us. Our first real touch. Skin to skin. The moment we’d both longed for but believed was an impossibility.
I would die happily, holding her.
“No,” Melusine said, finally realizing what was about to happen. “Don’t.” There was a hint of fear in her voice. She tried to get to me, but the dandelion girls were there. At the other side of the room, Naara was ready to kill Fierenza as soon as Story used her power for the last time. They would all be free. 
Story looked so sad, and she could barely get her words out through her tears. “You were too sweet to survive me after all.”
I was the soft leaf, and she was the spire. I was life, and she was death.
Together, we were everything.
“And I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I said.
“Don’t!” Melusine said again, more forcefully. “I know what you’re thinking, Drinn, and it won’t work! Listen to me!” So selfish was Melusine’s love that she would rather see the world end than have the world continue without me.
We leaned closer.
“No, Drinn! You’re not allowed to die unless I allow it, and I don’t allow it! I don’t!”
Story’s warm lips touched mine, and the world came undone.
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My first kiss was everything I thought it would be: soft, warm, wet, and awkward. I didn’t know what to do with my hands, so they moved under their own power into Story’s dark hair, holding the back of her neck.
Story’s touch—withheld her entire life—was freely given for the first time, and she took full advantage. Her hands roamed my shoulders, neck, face. Every touch lit a fire. One moment turned infinite. I gasped for air and grabbed her hands in mine, knitting our fingers together.
Story pulled back, out of breath, and we stared at each other for a beat, realizing the same thing at the same time.
Our moment had turned infinite…
But we weren’t supposed to have infinity.
My last moments weren’t my last moments; I was still there, alive. Story’s touch hadn’t killed me, which meant the end of the world hadn’t stopped.
But something else—something new—was happening.
A vibration began as a low rumble, but it quickly increased in frequency into a high-pitched scream. Glass-shattering and intense, like an inhuman banshee wail. Cracks widened in the floor, walls, and ceiling. Bits of plaster and rocks rained down.
The girls covered their ears, looking as confused as I was.
This is it, I thought. The end of the end. Story’s lips were swollen like mine, her face flushed. I didn’t bother talking out loud because I knew she wouldn’t hear me. I’m so sorry I couldn’t save you after all.
My fingers were still entwined with Story’s, and I lifted them to my lips, grazing each knuckle as softly as a velvet mullein leaf. At least we had this moment.
A shadow clouded over her face, and when she launched herself to her feet, she pulled me up with her. As spiked as the mullein spire.
We stood in the middle of the end of the world, holding hands.
Then, as violently as it had all begun, the cracks stopped cracking. The vibrations stopped vibrating. The banshee noise cut off mid-scream.
Complete silence fell.
Melusine was inspecting mine and Story’s linked hands. “So this is the person worth ending the world for,” she said. For once, she had no judgment on her face, just bone-deep surprise.
The moment didn’t last long. The scream had been a warning for what was to come. The silence had been the calm before the storm.
An explosion rocked the room. It was like a detonated bomb, set off from the exact place where Story and I were standing. We didn’t feel a thing because we were at the epicenter of the blast, the destruction shooting outwards around us.
The most massive crash of all.
The girls dropped and flattened. Their clothing flapped against their bodies with the blast of wind. Their hair whipped back; their hands went to their necks to protect themselves from falling debris. Like ripples in a pond, the blast moved around the room, tossing chairs and dinnerware, adding more cracks to the floor and ceiling, until it finally hit the walls so hard one of them collapsed inwards.
The few remaining Aunts, including Melusine, moved too slowly. They didn’t get out of the blast zone quickly enough, and the sonic boom tore through them. Fierenza screamed and clutched at her head. A blonde-haired Aunt did the same, gasping from the pain.
And Melusine—powerful enough to survive even the end of the world, immortal and invulnerable—fell to her knees, her eyes shut tight, face pinched in pain. Her red-painted lips were stretched open wide in a feral scream. Then her eyes popped open and bugged out, the whites of her eyes showing.
Although the blast had settled, the Aunts’ pain went on and on, tearing them apart from the inside. Melusine fought back, clawing her fingers and casting her magic in a display of mania and fear. She aimed everywhere and nowhere, her magic unable to hit the invisible target.
It was awful to watch. Upsetting in a visceral way. If I had any idea how to help make their suffering stop, I would have done it. 
Even for Melusine.
Story pulled me into her embrace and held me, shifting to try to shield me from the terrible scene, but I couldn’t look away. Melusine took a final, shocking blow to her gut—from her own errant magic—and flew across the room. She ricocheted like a flea until finally, her back slammed into the wall. Her head hit hard enough to crack the stone, and then she dripped down the wall, boneless and weak.
Fierenza and the other Aunts had collapsed and looked like they were dead or near death.
“What was that?” Farshad said. Some of the girls, like me and Story, were holding on to each other for dear life. Others looked ready to keep fighting the war.
But the war was over.
Story’s arms wrapped around me tighter. It was so warm there. So safe. I still couldn’t believe we were touching like this. “Did you feel that?” Story whispered into my hair.
I barked out a laugh. “Are you serious? I think everyone in the world felt that.”
“No, I mean inside you.” She looked down at me, her brown eyes full of warmth. “It was like a popcorn kernel popping. A tight rubber band snapping.”
That’s how Tulip and Uma had described their curses breaking. Was it possible?
I took one of the last seeds out of my pocket and held it in my palm between us. It was a coriander seed, toughshelled and perfectly round like a globe. I willed it to grow, but it only rolled around in my palm. 
I tried again.
Nothing.
“Odd?!” I shouted over my shoulder. Was this for real? Was my curse broken? Because if my curse was broken, the end of the world had stopped too. “What happened? Why didn’t I die when Story touched me? How are our curses gone if our Aunts aren’t dead?”
“I think you”—Odd paused for a long time, searching for the right words. Finally, she simply shrugged—“broke it.”
“We broke it?” Story and I said together.
Odd pushed her crooked glasses up the bridge of her nose. One of the lenses had a spiderweb of cracks in it, making her eyeball stretch out in different directions. Her fingers twitched at her sides; her hands shook.
“Every crash was a symptom of the magic getting confused, so it makes sense that the two most powerful curses would crash the hardest. Big enough, even, to break the whole system.” She put her trembling hands to her temples and closed her eyes. Was she in shock? Farshad scrambled over and propped Odd up before she keeled over.
“Think about it,” Odd continued, opening her eyes and giving Farshad a grateful, if wobbly, smile. “If the curses are specifically designed to cause human suffering for the Aunts to feed on, then what you and Story just did countered that. You used your curses to help each other. You gave Story a touch she’d wanted her whole life; she gave you the death you wanted to save everyone. Instead of suffering, you used your curses to comfort. You created serenity, peace. You created a massive paradox. And the system couldn’t handle it.”
Odd laughed then, airy and thin, and shook her head, her face scrunching as if she was about to cry. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” She bent over, head by her knees, her big hair flopping and covering her feet. “I never realized how huge it was,” she said from upside-down as Farshad rubbed her back. “That boulder on top of me. That weight. The sadness I held onto so tightly. Everything feels so… different.”
A smile as bright as the sun lit Odd’s face.
She was free.
“We broke it,” I said with awe.
“Well,” Story said, a big smile on her face, “that was some kiss.”
I smiled back, my stomach doing flips. “Earth-shattering,” I agreed.
I’d miss my plants, but giving them up was a small price to pay for Story’s smile. For tomorrows. For sunshine and horizons. For all the tiny, tender things.
“Drinn.”
We all turned towards the sound.
In the corner, still lying where she’d melted down the wall after being thrown into it full force, Melusine shifted. “Drinn,” she called again.
“So you’re not going to be a god of nothing after all,” I said as I crouched beside her. Her face was so lined, so old-looking, and at the corner of her lips, a bit of her red lipstick was smudged. A fierce pang of pity surged through me. So powerful a demon to me for years, but suddenly just an old woman.
My first kiss had done this to her. Misery had made her powerful enough to survive the end of the world—it was love that had been her undoing.
She’d known it would be, all along.
“I have a question,” she said, her voice paper-thin. “An important one.”
Despite myself, I leaned closer. Her voice was so wobbly and weak, mostly air, insubstantial as butterfly wings, but she looked me dead in the eyes as she asked, with chasms of space between her words, “Could you… have… ever… loved… me?”
Tears burned in my eyes. “I did love you,” I said, my voice cracking. “I loved you before I knew better. And I would have kept loving you if you hadn’t done everything in your power to break me.”
Her hazel eyes got shinier, but she didn’t cry. She nodded and turned her head away, staring vacantly at the wall. “That’s what I thought,” she said.
I didn’t know what would become of them, but if the Aunts didn’t have anything to feed off of anymore, would they die of natural causes? Would they stay like this, helpless and weak, for all eternity?”
Tentatively, Story reached out and touched me again, her thumb grazing my cheek and sending a flush of warmth to my skin. Everything had quieted; there were no more rumbles and booms. 
Somewhere outside, a bird began singing.
The end of the world stopped half-finished, and amid the ruins were powerful young women ready to claim their space.
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Six weeks later, Story and I stood in front of the newly re-opened Bluebird & Bacon hostel. Hand in hand—always holding hands, because Story had some serious catching up to do in the touch department, and I wasn’t going to complain about it—we assessed the building’s new facade.
“So glad they didn’t change the logo,” Story said.
“Right?!” I agreed, laughing. The Bluebird & Bacon had been fixed up and repainted to a bright dandelion yellow, the silhouette of the bird riding the pig prominently featured. In the window was a proud Under New Management sign.
The bell above the door tinkled as we entered. Amelia looked up from behind the front counter, her chin barely clearing the top. She smiled wide and shooed us towards the pub. “I have to watch the desk, but get in there! Everyone’s waiting for you!”
In front of the double doors that led to the pub, I inhaled deeply, suddenly nervous. “I hate goodbyes.”
“Don’t be sappy,” Story said, squeezing my hand. “Think of it more as a see-you-later.”
I nodded and we walked in. 
Every table was full of familiar faces. Callipso and Oria were snuggling in a corner, wrapped so close together that I blushed when I looked at them. Farshad and a couple of new friends were fighting over the rules of a card game. Uma had two young men flanking her, hanging on her every move. And Little Tulip was juggling three massive plates of food in her hands as she swerved around the room, serving everyone, a wide smile on her face.
Odd was sitting at the biggest table of all, surrounded by about twenty people I’d never seen before. They all had similar dark-brown skin and bright brown eyes like her, and they ranged from toddler-aged to elderly. “My family!” she called, pointing frantically. “My family…” Overwhelmed, she put her face in her hands, and twenty people jumped to comfort her, not one of them bleeding from her show of emotion.
More girls were over at the karaoke machine. Ember stood at the microphone, her eyes closed, shimmers of light flickering across her face. Her voice was deep and soulful, and she had a few people in tears despite the upbeat song she was belting out.
All over the world, Aunts had fallen after mine and Story’s curses had touched, shriveling away to nothing and taking their magic with them. One hundred dead or powerless Aunts, thousands upon thousands of damned girls, freed. The magistrates had to find other people to drug and bully. The people of Oblison had to find something else to blame their misery on. The world even had the opportunity to rebuild itself better and establish a fairer social order, now that the tome was irrelevant. I knew a lot of girls just in that one room who would keep fighting for just that. Fixing up the Bluebird & Bacon was only the beginning of what they could do.
Grey-haired Naara was the only one we knew whose curse hadn’t broken. Wherever her Aunt Krimmeas had been exiled to had been too far out of reach of the crash. Naara wasn’t that fussed though. She was older than the rest of us and had survived her unpredictable curse far longer than we had. “It’s fine,” she’d said to me last week. “My curse was never one of the bad ones. I just happen to hear radio transmissions, cause a blackout here and there, and make people’s hair stand up.” She stood when she saw Story and I enter the room and raised her glass. “There they are!” she said. “The pair who broke the world in order to heal it. Cheers to you and your new adventure!”
The room erupted in cheers, and the party started. We ate, we laughed, we danced. We took turns at the karaoke machine, and I sang about as well as I danced, which was truly awful.
And we shed some tears.
One face was missing from the celebration, but a reminder of him was everywhere.
Tulip had named a drink after him: Sebastian’s Sangria.
Amelia had hung a smiling picture of him behind the front desk emblazoned with Employee of the Month accolades, and she’d assured me that he’d win it every month for all time. 
But it was on the rooftop where Bash’s memory was strongest.
I excused myself from our farewell party, walked up the three flights of stairs, and pushed open the door to the rooftop.
My breath hitched at the beauty, every time.
In the fresh air and sunlight, we’d built a garden oasis called The Weeds. Story had designed a metal-craft water fountain as a central feature, and I’d planted hundreds of bright, colorful flowers and shrubs. We’d built a long row of covered roosts for the neighborhood pigeons and their pleasant coos, and added lights that sparkled like stars. One corner, with a comfortable bench under a gorgeous arching pergola, was dedicated to Bash’s sister, Layla.
And of course, everyone was welcome to enjoy the space, not just paying guests. It was both serene and joyous. A place to dance or be sad. With others or alone.
It was a place without judgment.
I knew that one day soon, an adventurous dandelion seed would find the space and become the guest of honor in all its sunshine-yellow glory. That one beautiful flower would turn into many, and soon bright yellow flower heads would be sprouting out of every planter in that rooftop garden, until they were the highlight of the space, peeking out from every nook and cranny.
I couldn’t imagine anything better than a riot of yellow like that, as bright and beautiful as the boy who’d brought us all together. 
It was impossible to say goodbye. Not to someone who’d burrowed so deep in my heart. “See you later, Bash,” I whispered.
*
Story and I left Oblison a few days later. Weeks ago—just when I’d made peace with never seeing Darling’s farm again—Odd had pressed a crinkled piece of paper into my hand.
“I found it,” she’d whispered, her brown eyes roaming my face, enjoying every bit of my astonishment. “I started at Melusine’s home, then I cornered her accountant, bribed her personal banker, and threatened her secretary, until I finally, finally found it. Not only that, I also found this.”
Another piece of paper, bigger, official-looking, with a whole lot of words I didn’t understand.
The deed to the farm.
Nine months into my stay with him, Darling had signed the property over to me, giving me his most valued possession, even though he knew I might never find out.
Rebuilding the farm would be months of hard work—I wanted it identical to Darling’s farmhouse, all the way down to the back porch, root cellar, kitchen garden, and shed—but it would be a grand adventure for Story and me. Full of tiny, tender things.
On our first morning back on the farm, I woke before dawn. Beside me in the cozy tent we’d set up, Story was still fast asleep, her hands folded under her cheek like a child, her black hair spilling across our shared pillow like a midnight waterfall. She looked the same as always, yet totally different. The stress of her curse had fallen away over the past weeks: lines on her face had smoothed out, and the hard glint to her eyes had softened.
Now she was hungry for other things: kisses, warmth, touch. Her fingertips roamed my skin, and her lips accepted mine a thousand times without complaint. Every little thing delighted her, whether it was a tickle, a squeeze, or a hug. Even the bad things became good things. She’d cut her finger and bawled from happiness when I washed the wound and applied ointment.
All those tiny tender things.
Story’s eyes fluttered open and a slow, cat-like smile curved across her lips. The tent was a cocoon—full of the “sleepy warm”, Story called it—and I couldn’t leave yet. I turned around and she pulled me in, wrapping an arm around my shoulders.
Tenderly, she pushed my hair away from my neck and planted a kiss there, right where my dandelions had once sprouted from. It was heavily scarred, a crisscross of needle-thin lines running all the way along the nape of my neck from my upper back to my hairline.
It was impossible to live well without getting scarred along the way, but at least these wounds had healed right.
When Story had settled back into a peaceful sleep, I went out to the oak tree, hugging my sweater against me tight. I thought of it as Darling’s tree, a representation of Darling himself. From there, he could watch every sunrise over his fields and never miss a tomorrow.
I stood beside him now, so we could watch the sunrise together.
The fields were a mess after months of neglect, but Darling had taught me how to sow. I owed him a fabulous harvest.
“I told you I’d come back,” I whispered.
The horizon was flush with the colors of butter, apricots, and carrots. The colors of my freedom. I felt his strong arm slung across my shoulders. I heard his voice in the breeze, “I’m so proud of you, my child.”
I didn’t have to tell him I loved him.
He knew.
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